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ABSTRACT 

 
Pribnow, Kevin. A Qualitative Case Study into the Electronic Correspondence Between Fifth  

-Grade Students and Their College Mentors. Unpublished Doctor of Education 
Dissertation, University of Northern Colorado, 2023.  
 
The ability to navigate emerging technologies is necessary for social and economic 

participation in the world. Research shows that children from privileged households receive the 

support needed to develop digital literacy skills, while children from families with lower socio-

economic status do not receive this support. It is the responsibility of schools to address this 

participation gap by bringing digital literacies into classrooms. The affordances of new 

technologies make it easier than ever for teachers to provide authentic literacy experiences for 

their students. This qualitative case study examined an authentic, digital literacy experience 

during a virtual pen pal correspondence between fifth-grade students and a local college 

women’s basketball team. The written correspondence was analyzed through topic tracking and 

by applying Rafaeli’s Model of Interactive Communication. The students’ images were also 

analyzed to gain a deeper understanding of multimodal composition. Analysis found the 

facilitating teacher motivated her students to participate in the written exchanges by 

incorporating tenets of authentic literacy pedagogy. The authentic literacy experience motivated 

the students to participate in the exchanges, but interactive communication was determined by 

the participants’ interests. The benefits experienced by the students show a need for scaffolded 

experiences for children to develop the competencies needed to participate using virtual 

communication tools. Schools need to expand their definition of literacy beyond the targets 

found on standardized tests to provide meaningful literacy experiences for students with 
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computer-mediated communication. Findings also indicate a need for teacher professional 

development furthering their understanding of multimodal composition.  

Keywords: digital literacy, interactive communication, computer-mediated 

communication, authentic literacy, authentic audiences 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 The recent global pandemic and accompanying rise of virtual communication to maintain 

social distancing guidelines exposed the existing digital divide between economically 

marginalized students and their peers. When schools across the country abruptly closed their 

doors in March of 2020, one in four students from families making less than $30,000 a year 

lacked access to technology or an internet connection (Tsekova, 2020). Even though school 

districts are now using federal aid to provide every student with their own device (Jordan, 2020), 

the gap remains between those students who can navigate ever-changing information and 

communication technologies (ICT) and those who cannot (Jenkins, 2009; Rowsell et al., 2017). 

This problem has been described as the participation gap; the gap between those individuals 

with the competencies to virtually participate effectively in today’s social and economic 

communities and those without (Jenkins, 2009; Kalantzis et al., 2003). 

Simply providing equal access to technology and an internet connection will not solve 

this participation gap, because children do not acquire the competencies needed to navigate new 

technologies by themselves. To gain these skills children require the assistance of a more 

knowledgeable mentor to scaffold their understanding of unfamiliar platforms (Jenkins, 2009; 

Kimbell-Lopez et al., 2016; Neumann & Celano, 2006; Rowsell et al., 2017). Privileged 

households are able to support their children’s use of new technologies to accelerate their 

learning by directing them to specific learning tools, helping them access material they cannot 
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read, and sharing their level of expertise in navigating digital environments (Jenkins, 2009; 

Rowsell et al., 2017). Children from families with a lower socioeconomic status (SES) do not 

receive the same level of support while engaging with new technologies, and in turn they gain 

less from their use (Gee, 2015; Jenkins, 2009; Neumann & Celano, 2006; New London Group, 

1996; Rowsell et al., 2017). Due to this disparity in support, the participation gap between lower 

SES students and their affluent peers is widening (Gee, 2015; Jenkins, 2009; Rowsell et al., 

2017).  

Schools provide the best opportunity for all children to receive the mentoring needed to 

gain the capacities to navigate unfamiliar ICT (Jenkins, 2009). According to the influential New 

London Group (1996), it is the mission of education to prepare students to participate in the 

world that awaits them when they finish school. They write in their article Pedagogy of 

Multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996),  

If it were possible to define generally the mission of education, one could say that its 

fundamental purpose is to ensure that all students benefit from learning in ways that 

allow them to participate fully in public, community, and economic life. Literacy 

pedagogy is expected to play a particularly important role in fulfilling this mission. (p. 

60)  

The ways of participating in our world continue to evolve with advances in technology 

and changes to society. The screen has now overtaken print as the most important method of 

communication, and with this shift comes new affordances and constraints that require new 

competencies for virtually sending and receiving information (Gee & Hayes, 2011; Kalantzis et 

al., 2003; Kress, 2003; Lankshear & Knobel, 2013). These competencies have been called terms 

such as 21st century skills, digital literacies, or new media literacies. Researchers (Eshet-Alkalai, 
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2012; Jenkins, 2009) and organizations such as Common-Sense Media, New Media Consortium, 

Teaching Tolerance, and the Common Core have put forth specific competencies required to be 

digitally literate. Schools typically base their digital literacy curriculum on the widely adopted 

Common Core Standards which includes three main strands (Loewus, 2016). These strands 

include the following competencies.  

• Demonstrate proficiency in the use of computers and applications as well as an 

understanding of the concepts underlying hardware, software and connectivity.   

• Demonstrate the responsible use of technology and an understanding of ethics and 

safety issues in using electronic media at home, in school and in society. 

• Demonstrate the ability to use technology for research, critical thinking, decision 

making, communication and collaboration, creativity and innovation. 

Although a vast majority of states have adopted the Common Core digital literacy 

standards (Loewus, 2016), digital literacy instruction remains on the periphery of classroom 

literacy instruction (Gee & Hayes, 2011; Rowsell et al., 2017). The demands from federally 

mandated standardized tests narrow schools’ literacy curriculum to focus on the isolated skills 

found on these tests (Au, 2007; Rowsell et al., 2017). In addition to narrowing literacy 

curriculum, targeting isolated literacy skills often leads to teacher-centered instructional practices 

that remove the students’ literacy experiences from meaningful social contexts (Au, 2007; Gee, 

2015; Kalantzis et al., 2003; Street, 1984). Removing literacy instruction from social contexts 

has been referred to as the autonomous model of literacy (Street, 1984). The defining 

characteristic of this model is the separation of oral and written communication (Collins & Blot, 

2009; Gee, 2015; Street, 1984). Oral language is viewed as a social form of communication 

inherent in all societies. Spoken words are directed to a particular individual and are constantly 



 

   

 

4 

modified according to the feedback received. In this sense, communicative functions determine 

oral language (Gee, 2015; Street, 1984). Oral language is contrasted with written language which 

occurs over time and space and is less subject to feedback, therefore removing it from 

interpersonal functions. Removed from shifting social purposes, proponents of the autonomous 

model of literacy view the rules of writing as more or less stable over time. Unlike oral language, 

which is acquired through social use, the rules of written language are viewed as learned skills. 

This, in turn, typically leads to teacher-centered literacy instruction where they model written 

language use and the students imitate (Gee, 2015; Kalantzis et al., 2003). 

In opposition to teacher-centered literacy instruction, sociocultural linguists argue writing 

is an interpersonal act of communication (Gee, 2004, 2015; Kalantzis et al., 2003; Magnifico, 

2010). The author of a text has an audience and a purpose in mind during composition, creating a 

relationship between the composer, text, and audience that is situated in the broader context of 

the communication (Beard, 2009; Gee, 2004; Kress, 2010). Individuals create messages by 

taking into consideration all aspects of the communicational situation, “his or her interests; the 

characteristics of the audience; the semiotic requirements of the issue at stake; and the resources 

available for making an apt representation” (Kress, 2010, p. 26). Sociocultural linguists view the 

audience and the social situation of the communication as an essential component for written 

composition as it serves as the primary motivation for writing and determines the design choices 

made by the author (Kress, 2010; Magnifico, 2010).  

For schools to prepare students to communicate in a diverse social and economic world, 

teachers must connect students to authentic audiences in order to socially situate their students’ 

classroom literacy experiences (Gee, 2015; Kalantzis et al., 2003; Magnifico, 2010). Research 

has shown that the real-world accountability that comes from purposefully communicating with 
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someone outside of the classroom increases the engagement of students and makes them much 

more involved with the revision process (Chen & Brown, 2011; Dinkins, 2014; Kessler, 2005; 

Spanke & Paul, 2015; Wiggins, 2009). Students feel a greater sense of purpose in their literacy 

projects and have a stronger dedication to task completion. Upon completion of the task, students 

feel a higher sense of confidence in their ability to communicate in meaningful situations 

(Spanke & Paul, 2015).  

One way teachers have connected their students to authentic audiences is via pen pal 

correspondence. Pan pals have been shown to motivate students to write (Larrotta & Serrano, 

2012; Lui, 2002), develop cross curriculum connections (McMillon, 2009; Patton et al., 2017; 

Shandomo, 2009), and lead to writing growth (Stanford & Siders, 2001; Walker-Dalhouse et al., 

2009). Researchers found that students model the language of the other participant in the pen pal 

exchanges (Crowhurst, 1990). Connecting students to audiences outside of the classroom used to 

be difficult with traditional print materials. Now with the interactive capabilities of computer-

mediated communication (CMC) students can be connected to audiences from around the world 

with ease (Alvermann et al., 2012; Gee, 2015; Magnifico, 2010). Interacting virtually with 

audiences from outside of the classroom has been shown to have positive effects on the 

participants. Studies into interactive communication show that when individuals interact virtually 

with each other they experience greater sense of belonging, have a high sense of satisfaction 

participating in the discussion, and therefore are more motivated to participate (Rafaeli & 

Sudweeks, 2006).   

Educators can address the participation gap experienced by marginalized students by 

harnessing the interactive capabilities of the internet to provide all students with scaffolded 

experiences virtually communicating with authentic audiences. Research is still needed into how 
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emerging technologies can be utilized to connect students to outside audiences, and how 

interacting with virtual audiences can be used to provide students with authentic literacy 

experiences. It is crucial for educational researchers to identify characteristics that can lead to 

virtual interactivity in classroom contexts in order to help teachers socially situate meaningful 

language experiences for their students.  

Overview of the Case 

 This qualitative case study examined the virtual mentorship between a fifth-grade 

classroom and a local university women’s basketball team. The mentorship was developed by 

Miss Johnson, a fifth-grade teacher who also served as a volunteer assistant coach on the 

basketball team. Miss Johnson saw the opportunity to satisfy the community service requirement 

for the women’s basketball team while at the same time connecting her students to mentors to 

assist in the areas of college and career readiness, teamwork, and academic behaviors.  

In the previous three years of the mentorship, the student athletes served as pen pals 

exchanging handwritten letters approximately once a month. Each year, the team also would 

make three or four face-to-face visits to the school for collaborative learning activities with their 

mentees. Miss Johnson adapted the mentorship each year to meet the needs of her students. Her 

first two years, she largely used the mentors to serve as an audience to motivate her students to 

complete their classroom writing assignments. The following year she switched to teaching third 

grade and increased the amount of face-to-face contact to focus on team-building activities with 

the mentors and her younger students. 

For the year this case study took place, Miss Johnson changed the focus of the 

mentorship based on the needs brought about by the unique circumstances of the Covid-19 

quarantines. After months of virtual learning from home, she had concerns for students 
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struggling, being isolated, and academically disengaged. Her focus for the mentorship was to 

promote social interactions with her students, and for their mentors to provide socioemotional 

support during the isolation brought about by the pandemic quarantines. At the same time, she 

wanted to use the communication for the mentorship to motivate her students to write during a 

time when academic accountability was extremely low. 

A total of nineteen fifth-grade students and nine college mentors participated in the 

mentorship. Each college mentor was assigned two students to correspond with. The virtual 

contact between the students and their mentors lasted for six months during the 2020/21 school 

year. The students and their mentors corresponded through Google Slides a total of twelve times, 

six times each. Towards the end of the correspondence there was a synchronous Zoom meeting 

between the students and their mentors. 

To gain an understanding of the interactions that occurred between the students and their 

mentors, I applied descriptive topic codes and tracked them throughout their messages. This 

allowed me to apply Rafaeli’s (1988) Model of Interactive Communication (Figure 2.1) to 

examine the level of interactive communication that occurred between the students and their 

mentors. In addition to the topic analysis, the students' images in their messages were also 

analyzed using Marsh and White’s (2003) Taxonomy of Image and Message Functions to gain 

an insight into how the students used images when communicating virtually. Besides the 

participants’ correspondence through Google Slides, I conducted interviews with Miss Johnson, 

her sixteen students, and their nine mentors. I also included student reflections and teacher 

instructions in this case study. 
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Problem Statement and Research Questions 

 The role of literacy pedagogy in schools is to prepare students to participate in their 

public, community, and economic lives (New London Group, 1996). Today, that means the 

ability to navigate digital environments where communication occurs through screens and not 

printed text (Gee & Hayes, 2011; Rowsell et al., 2017; Thibaut & Curwood, 2017). Computer-

mediated communication (CMC) is now at the forefront of people’s social and work lives. With 

it, comes a new skill set for our 21st century learners (Peregoy et al., 2013; Thibaut & Curwood, 

2017). Affordances of new technologies can connect students to authentic audiences to provide 

social contexts essential for language use. With teacher scaffolding within these social contexts, 

students can develop the competencies to participate in virtual spaces (Jenkins, 2009). 

 To better understand how preadolescent students communicate virtually with an 

interactive audience this qualitative case study examined the use of ICT to create a virtual 

mentorship between fifth-grade students and college mentors. A deeper understanding of how 

the students interacted with an outside audience, besides their teacher, helped develop an 

understanding of how educators can situate their literacy instruction for communicative contexts. 

This case study was guided by the following research questions. 

Q1 How did Miss Johnson facilitate the virtual correspondence between her fifth-
grade students and their college mentors? 
 

Q2 What contributed to high levels of interactive communication during written 
correspondence between the fifth-grade students and their college mentors? 
 

Q3 How did fifth-graders incorporate images with their written text to communicate 
virtually with their mentors? 
 

Rationale for Methods 

  The methods for this study were guided by a social constructivist view of reality. Social 

constructivists believe individuals construct subjective meanings through their social interactions 
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with the external world (Crotty, 2015). In line with social constructivism, I employed qualitative 

data collection methods to study the mentorship between the fifth-grade students and their 

mentors. Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret their 

experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their 

experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The goal of this qualitative research was to understand 

the experiences of the participants during their virtual interactions. 

 A single case study design was used to examine the virtual mentorship between the 

students and their mentors. This design was appropriate for the study because of the clear, 

bounded system in which the communication occurred (Yin, 2003). All virtual communication 

between the participants was captured on digital platforms which allowed me to access every 

interaction. These digital artifacts allowed for in-depth analysis of the communication that 

occurred within the bounded system of the partnership. The case study methodology also 

allowed for the context of the case to be included in the study (Yin, 2003). Including the unique 

context of the Covid-19 quarantines was essential to understanding the experiences of the 

participants.   

Selection of the Case 

 I selected the mentorship between the fifth-grade students and their mentors for a case 

study because of the unique nature of the interactions between the participants. The fifth-grade 

students were writing for an outside audience that was occurring virtually which allowed for 

multimodal composition. Examination of the virtual correspondence allowed me to add to bodies 

of research in two different areas: virtual interactivity and multimodal communication. 

This case provided a unique opportunity to closely examine students’ writing for 

communicative purposes with an audience from outside of the classroom. In this mentorship, the 
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mentors served as an authentic audience for an extended period. While virtual communication 

has been pervasive in society for some time now, it is a relatively new endeavor for connecting 

students to outside audiences (Alvermann et al., 2012). Typically, in classroom settings, a vast 

majority of students’ writing is targeted to the teacher for evaluative purposes (Alvermann et al., 

2012; Paretti, 2009). In contrast to writing for the teacher, writing for audiences outside of the 

classroom has been shown to lead to positive outcomes. Examination of this case provided the 

opportunity to understand more about the student outcomes when writing to authentic audiences.  

The correspondence between the fifth-graders and their mentors occurred in Google 

Slides which allowed for multimodal communication between the participants. This was another 

revelatory aspect of this case. Academic literacy tends to privilege the written word (Kress, 

2003; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001). Images are not often included in students’ writing in 

schools. For the mentorship, the students were allowed to incorporate images with their 

messages. Studying how the students incorporated images with their written messages helped to 

understand how preadolescent students create multimodal messages.  

Although the social context for the communication for the mentorship is unique, 

examination of this case provided a deeper understanding of interactive virtual correspondence 

that can be applied to other educational settings. Teachers in classrooms around the country have 

access to technology and programs used in the case and will be able to add to their literacy 

practice through examination of this case.  

Rationale for Research Question 1 

 Research Question 1 sought to understand how Miss Johnson facilitated the partnership 

between her students and their mentors. Understanding how she facilitated the interactions can 

help other educators facilitate similar literacy experiences for their students. Miss Johnson’s 
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facilitation is of particular interest because of the demographics of her students. Miss Johnson 

facilitated her partnership with a diverse group of students whose home literacy does not 

necessarily support the literacy practices found in schools. These marginalized students are an 

important focus in schools’ efforts to eliminate the gaps experienced by them.  

This was a relatively unique literacy experience for Miss Johnson and her students. There 

are limited curricular resources supporting educators facilitating such authentic literacy practices. 

Most of the classroom writing curriculum is for student writing pieces targeted to the teacher, but 

in this case, she was facilitating interactions with an outside audience. Miss Johnson’s 

instructional decisions directing topic choices, providing corrective feedback, and setting 

expectations will help other educators see how she connected her students to an audience outside 

of the classroom.  

Miss Johnson facilitated interactive communication between her students and their 

mentors. As will be discussed in Research Question 2, interactive communication over virtual 

platforms leads to positive outcomes for the participants. Examining how Miss Johnson 

facilitated the interactions is beneficial to other educators looking to provide their students with 

similar beneficial communicative experiences for their students.  

Rationale for Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 sought to gain a deeper understanding of interactive communication 

in virtual spaces. Theories involving virtual interactivity posit that interactive communication 

between participants is a continuum with communication being more or less interactive (Cover, 

2006; McGrail & Behizadeh, 2017; Rafaeli, 1988). The interactivity of communication increases 

with the connectedness of the messages between participants. Interactive communication in 

virtual spaces has been shown to lead to several positive outcomes for the participants such as 
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feelings of acceptance and motivation to participate (Cover, 2006; McGrail & Behizadeh, 2017; 

Rafaeli, 1988). Understanding more about what leads to interactive communication can help 

educators facilitate communicative situations to motivate their students to produce writing for 

meaningful situations. When this interactive communication occurs virtually, students can get 

the experiences and scaffolding necessary to develop the competencies to participate in today’s 

screen-dominated world.  

Rationale for Research Question 3 

Research Question 3 sought to deepen understanding of how students incorporate images 

with their written messages. Studying this partnership allowed me to see how students use digital 

resources for purposeful communication with authentic audiences outside of the classroom. 

Today’s literacy instruction favors the printed word over other modes of communication. CMC 

provides affordances that traditional media does not allow. Written text can be incorporated with 

video and images providing countless design choices for authors. Understanding more about how 

students incorporated images with their messages will help educators scaffold their students’ 

multimodal design when virtually communicating.  

Researcher Assumptions 

 As a beginning teacher, I remember struggling with the disconnect between my literacy 

instruction professional development and my day-to-day experiences with my students. Time and 

time again I would go to writing courses to discuss esoteric writing standards and complex 

rubrics while in my classroom I was struggling to get my students to put their pencil to a piece of 

paper. Then, during my master’s program, I came across the book Literacy Con Cariño: A Story 

of Migrant Children’s Success (Hayes et al., 1991). In this book, the authors describe how they 

engaged their beginning English speaking students with meaningful writing experiences. They 
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describe their students' communicating to the teacher with dialogue journals, writing letters to 

their families, and collaborating on scripts for readers’ theater performances (Hayes et al., 1991). 

The book paints a lovely portrait of a classroom where students are acquiring language in 

meaningful, engaging settings. Upon reading about these educational experiences, I remember 

immediately thinking that’s exactly what literacy instruction should look like. Literacy Con 

Cariño made sense to me as an educator. Students need to enjoy literacy experiences to care 

about acquiring it.  

 In my own classroom I’ve attempted to implement authentic literacy practices for my 

students. While I have found success in motivating students, I’ve struggled to see the language 

development especially in terms of academic genres. While it’s important to provide diverse 

literacy experiences for students, the students need the skills to write for academic genres to be 

successful in school. I’ve always thought there must be a way to connect the motivation from 

authentical communication with academic writing and concepts.  

I’m studying this case because I think authentically communicating with audiences from 

outside the classroom holds great learning potential for students. The ease of which technology 

allows students to connect to audiences compared to traditional print should enhance literacy 

instruction in the classroom, but it has yet to. Instructional demands of literacy tests have 

provided less time for authentic literacy experience in classrooms. I conducted this research in 

hope to expand existing research in literacy education to search for potential benefits of 

authentic, meaning-making experiences for students. Hopefully more research into the benefits 

of authentic literacy practices will help schools expand the narrow focus of literacy to allow for 

more time for more authentic literacy practices.  
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Organization of Dissertation  

This dissertation is divided into five chapters. In this first chapter I provided the 

sociocultural foundations for the case study into the virtual mentorship. I included the problem 

statement, the rationale for the methodology, and my assumptions as the researcher. In Chapter 

Two, I present the literature relevant to the study. I discuss studies in the areas of authentic 

writing tasks, interactive virtual correspondence, and pen pals. In Chapter Three, I provide a 

detailed description of the case, setting, and participants. I also include the methods for data 

collection, analysis, and ethical considerations of the research. In Chapter Four, I present the 

findings organized around each of the research questions. In Chapter Five, I discuss the 

conclusions and implications from the findings by connecting them to existing research. The 

appendices include the program overview, consent forms, interview questions, and full 

transcripts of the correspondence discussed in Chapter Four. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

In the following literature review, I present the research relevant to the case study into the 

virtual correspondence between Miss Johnson’s fifth-grade students and their college mentors. I 

organized the literature by beginning with the larger theories and concepts before narrowing in 

on the research most closely related to the study at hand. Organizing the relevant literature in this 

way allowed me to present the framework for my study while at the same time identifying a need 

for further research. Figure 2.1 shows the topics covered in this chapter starting with the larger 

concepts and then narrowing to the studies most closely related to my study. 

Figure 2.1 

Topics Discussed in Literature Review 
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As Figure 2.1 shows, I will begin discussing the theory of authentic literacy pedagogy. I 

will then look closer at the research on authentic writing in the classroom. From there, I 

transition to the literature on computer-mediated communication (CMC) as a way for educators 

to connect their students to authentic audiences outside of their classroom. Next, I examine the 

theories on the levels of interactive correspondence through CMC while focusing specifically on 

the research regarding classroom pen pals as that is the research most closely related to this case. 

I finish the chapter by discussing the areas my study can add to the current research.  

Authentic Literacy Pedagogy 

Authentic literacy pedagogy developed as a criticism of the literacy practices found in 

early American schools (Kalantzis & Cope, 2023). At this time educators largely taught literacy 

through teacher-centered approaches (Kalantzis et al., 2003). Teachers often modeled literacy 

skills and students were evaluated on their ability to demonstrate their understanding of the 

skills. The isolation of literacy targets led to students being taught literacy concepts out of 

meaningful context (Gee, 2015; Kalantzis & Cope, 2023).  

Early twentieth century progressive educational reformers, such as John Dewey, argued 

schooling should be viewed as a social activity. Dewey (1909) explains how a teacher-centered 

approach to literacy instruction fails to prepare students for their lives by removing the social 

aspect from language learning.  

The only way to prepare for social life is to engage in social life. To form habits of social 

usefulness and serviceableness apart from any direct social need and motive, apart from 

any existing social situation, is, to the letter, teaching the child to swim by going through 

motions outside of the water. (pg. 14) 
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Like Dewey, social constructivists in the field of education believe that social interaction is the 

aim of literacy instruction. As Gee (2015) simply states, “Literacy is social because the mind is 

social,” (pg. x). Social constructivists believe if schools are to prepare students for the social 

world, they must form social habits within the classroom. The connection between social 

purpose and literacy instruction gave rise to the need for authentic literacy practices in the 

classroom. Supporters of authentic literacy practices posit that providing opportunities to interact 

with each other through reading and writing is more relevant to students' lives compared to 

teacher-led literacy instruction. They feel literacy in schools should replicate or reflect reading 

and writing activities that occur in the lives of people outside of a learning to read and write 

purpose (Erickson & Wharton-McDonald, 2019; Rothfusz, 2020). Today authentic literacy 

practices are described by many educational terms. Terms such as real-world application, 

problem-based learning, relevant practices, open inquiry, and project-based learning have been 

associated with ideas of authentic literacy practices. 

Proponents of authentic literacy pedagogy argue that when students are immersed in 

making meaning by connecting new knowledge to what they already know, they acquire the 

ability to read and write naturally (Gee, 2004; Kalantzis & Cope, 2023). Opponents argue the 

natural process of acquiring language as being a slow process of discovery that could be 

circumnavigated through direct teacher instruction. Studies comparing literacy instruction found 

“the natural process approach did not prove to be as effective as those methods which 

emphasized teacher directed activities” (Lee, 1987, pg. 19).  

In addition to not being as efficient as direct instruction, opponents of authentic literacy 

also argue it privileges advantaged students whose home literacy matches the practices found in 
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schools. In the absence of home literacy practices that resemble schools, Lisa Delpit (2012) 

argues for the need for explicit instruction in literacy skills.   

Successful teachers of children marginalized either by income-level or ethnicity—or 

both—have long understood that their charges not only need strong instruction in skills, 

but they need to know that it is skills, and not intelligence, that they lack. (pg. 15) 

Delpit argues for the importance of instruction with literacy skills to properly support 

marginalized students in schools.  

Other researchers have criticized authentic literacy experiences by suggesting they do not 

necessarily lead to better student outcomes (Assessor et al., 2002; Newmann et al., 1996). 

Reform efforts focused on authentic literacy “may lead down an illusory path where student 

participation in activities can become an end in itself, regardless of the intellectual quality of the 

students' work” (Newmann et al., 1996, pg. 2). Researchers found that when teachers made 

efforts for more authentic learning tasks the greatest change was in the teachers’ perception of 

the students’ engagements (Assessor et al., 2002).  

There are many different perspectives regarding the benefits of authentic literacy 

pedagogy. The debate between explicit skill instruction and natural language acquisition through 

immersion will continue to be explored looking specifically at authentic writing tasks.  

Authentic Writing Tasks 

Looking specifically at authentic writing tasks, researchers have had difficulty 

determining what constitutes authenticity (Behizadeh, 2014). While many of the same 

characteristics are agreed upon such as a real audience, real-world application, and incorporation 

of students’ background knowledge, (Behizadeh, 2014; Chen & Brown, 2011; Purcell-Gates et 
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al., 2012), some argue that the authenticity of a literacy experience can only be determined by 

the student participants (Assessor et al., 2002; Behizadeh, 2014).  

Behizadeh contends that researchers often determine what counts as authentic for 

students. Instead, she proposes educational authenticity should be determined by the “student's 

perception that a school task connects to his/her life” (Behizadeh, 2014, pg. 28). Her study 

conducted 43 student interviews with 22 high school students. She also observed over one 

hundred hours of instruction in nine different classrooms. She found three major factors 

increased the authenticity of writing tasks in the eyes of students: choice of a valued topic, the 

importance of expression over conventions, and writing to an authentic audience (Behizadeh, 

2014). The following sections will examine the research around each of these three factors 

influencing students’ perception of the authenticity of a classroom writing task.  

Topic Choice During Writing 

Behizadeh (2014) found students perceived a writing task as more relevant if the topic 

connected to their interests or was about a person they valued. Advocates for student topic choice 

during classroom writing assignments argue it fosters a sense of ownership for the students 

compared to writing for teacher directed topics. This ownership is theorized to lead to an 

increase in revisions and a stronger motivation to complete the writing (Bridgeman et al., 1997). 

“Who wouldn’t put more care into something they feel ownership over,” (Aitken et al., 2022, pg. 

37). While researchers typically agree that topic choice leads to greater satisfaction from the 

author, there is inconclusive evidence that topic choice leads to better writing outcomes for 

students (Bleck, 2013; Bonyadi, 2014; Bridgeman et al., 1997). 

Multiple studies found topic choice led to better writing outcomes for students in terms of 

writing quality according to rubrics and amount of writing (Andrews, 1989; Bridgeman et al., 



 

   

 

20 

1997). In a study comparing essays from high school students who had a choice of topics with 

those assigned by teachers, researchers found that topic choice resulted in statistically significant 

higher performance according to rubric scores (Bridgeman et al., 1997). Similar positive 

outcomes were found in a study on topic choice with third-graders writing. The third-grade 

students wrote significantly more words on unassigned topics than on assigned topics (Andrews, 

1989). 

Not all studies found that topic choice had a significant impact on the students’ writing 

quality (Aitken et al., 2022; Assessor et al., 2002; Bleck, 2013). Bleck (2013) found that topic 

choice did not have a significant impact on high school students’ production according to their 

total words written or their accuracy according to grammar rubrics. Likewise, Assessor et al. 

(2002) found that while high school students preferred to write about topics of their choice, their 

writing did not significantly improve compared to writing for teacher-directed prompts. A study 

into college writers found that topic choice had a statistically significant negative effect on 

writing quality, number of words written, and intrinsic writing motivation. Interviews with the 

college students found they felt more anxiety when they had a choice of topics, and felt they 

were taking more of a risk with their writing (Aitken et al., 2022). Assessor et al. (2002) discuss 

how the aims of student topic choice might never be achieved by educators as students do not see 

schoolwork as relevant to their lives. 

The teacher who provides choice, avoids intrusion, or tolerates criticism may intend to 

create a space that allows students to realize their personal goals and interests. However, 

it appears that many students do not feel that this open space contributes to their 

autonomy because they do not see any connection between any kind of schoolwork and 

their personal goals and interests. (pg. 273) 
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The inconclusive research regarding topic choice in student writing is similar to the 

debate between direct literacy instruction and authentic experiences. Topic choice seems to 

increase student engagement, but the engagement does not automatically lead to better writing 

outcomes for students. Bonyadi (2014) touches on the need for balance within the classroom. He 

concluded after finding positive effects in students’ writing with both self-selected topics and 

teacher-directed topics that writing instructors should try to provide opportunities for choice, but 

also a healthy dose of teacher-assigned topics as well (Bonyadi, 2014).  

Expression Over Conventions 

The second factor that influenced the students’ perceptions of authenticity in a writing 

task was if the students’ teachers, or audience for the writing, valued the students’ expression of 

their ideas over writing mechanics. In Behizadeh’s study she found that twelve of the 22 students 

thought mechanics interfered with authenticity because a mechanical focus prevented them from 

expressing themselves (2014). One student shared how focusing on writing mechanics interfered 

with her efforts to share her ideas.  

Because you’re just focusing on getting all [the mechanics] in, you don’t really have time 

to focus on the story itself and the meaning of it. And the whole reason [the teacher’s] 

doing that you think it’s because of the meaning but it’s really because she wants to see if 

you know how to do it. (pg.37) 

This student quote is significant because it expresses the frustration with teacher feedback in 

response to her writing. As the student discusses, the teacher conveys the importance of writing 

mechanics is to clearly communicate, but she believes otherwise. She is confident the teacher 

understands her message, but the writing is only being read to assess the students’ ability to use 

proper grammar. Teachers typically provide feedback when students make errors to indicate 
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what is not grammatical or acceptable in the target language grammar (Long, 1996). This has 

been shown to decrease student motivation while writing (Behizadeh, 2014; Long, 1996). 

That is not to say that writing mechanics are irrelevant. Behizadeh (2014) touches on this 

point in her conclusion to the study. She writes, “This need for rebalancing mechanics and 

meaning does not negate the importance of mechanics, but rather suggests students will find 

writing more authentic when the primary purpose is to communicate, not to demonstrate 

proficiency (pg. 37). Lee’s (2000) study with her fifth-grade creative writing students confirmed 

the incorporation of writing mechanics once the students are engaged in an authentic writing 

task. She found that grammar rules, previously considered pointless by students, mattered when 

the students began publishing their writing to the internet where real audiences would see it (Lee, 

2000).   

Authentic Audiences 

The final factor found by Behizadeh that led to students perceiving a classroom writing 

task as more authentic was the presence of an actual audience. An authentic audience is often 

contrasted with the teacher as the audience. Traditionally, in classroom settings the teacher 

serves as the audience for a vast amount of students’ writing production (Alvermann et al., 2012; 

Paretti, 2009). In this exchange, students produce text to demonstrate their understanding of 

literacy and content targets, and as discussed, the feedback received is evaluative (Paretti, 2009). 

The teacher has been called a dead-end audience because of the evaluative feedback given 

(McGrail & Behizadeh, 2017).  

Besides the teacher, students' peers also serve as an audience for classmates' writing. 

Producing texts for classroom peers has been shown to be effective in motivating students if the 

text exchanges occur in an environment where the students intensely listen and respond to each 
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other's writing (Hovan, 2012). While studies have shown that peer audiences within the 

classroom can be effective in motivating students to improve their writing, this is compared to 

the teacher as the sole audience (Banegas et al., 2020). Students felt peer reviewers provided 

superficial feedback that they didn’t always trust (Banegas et al., 2020). Researchers found that 

an external audience had much more influence over student motivation than a peer audience 

(Chen, 2005; Chen & Brown, 2011; DeFauw & Saad, 2014; Keiser, 1991; Levy, 2008; Putnam, 

2001; Spanke & Paul, 2015; Wiggins, 2009). 

Authentic audiences are typically defined as people from outside the immediate 

classroom setting (Behizadeh, 2014). This includes students from other classrooms (DeFauw & 

Saad, 2014; Keiser, 1991) or members of the outside community (Levy, 2008; Putnam, 2001). 

Research has shown that the real-world accountability that comes from purposefully 

communicating with someone outside of the classroom increases the engagement of students and 

makes them much more involved with the revision process (Chen & Brown, 2011; Kessler, 

2005; Spanke & Paul, 2015; Wiggins, 2009). When communicating with people from outside the 

classroom, students felt a higher sense of purpose in their writing and had a stronger dedication 

to task completion. Upon completion of the task, students felt a higher sense of confidence in 

their ability to communicate during meaningful situations (Spanke & Paul, 2015). Researchers 

found that authentic audiences on the internet improved the quality of the students' writing. “The 

internet had a profound effect on the quality of student writing because the students knew that 

many people would be reading the work and they paid more attention to the finished product” 

(Lee, 2000, pg. 31). 
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Summary of Authentic Literacy Pedagogy 

 In response to teacher-centered literacy instruction, authentic literacy pedagogy aims to 

promote literacy development through immersion in meaning-making experiences. These 

experiences should be relevant to students by imitating the types of communication they will 

encounter in today’s diverse social and economic world. Authentic literacy experiences have 

been shown to increase student motivation, but results are inconclusive if the increased 

engagement leads to better writing outcomes for students.  

 Researchers of authentic teaching practices argue the authenticity of a literacy experience 

can only be determined by the students. Studies show that students view a writing task as more 

relevant if it involves a topic of their choosing, they can express themselves without the 

interference of writing mechanics, and they are writing to authentic audiences. The following 

section will examine the research around connecting students to authentic audiences through 

computer-mediated communication.  

Computer-Mediated Communication 

While the benefits of connecting students with authentic audiences from outside of the 

classroom have been known, it was not often commonly practiced in schools due to the 

constraints of sharing traditional media (Alvermann et al., 2012). Now with the social 

capabilities of computer-mediated communication (CMC), messages and media creations can be 

shared instantly with authentic audiences from around the world in ways never imagined with 

traditional print media (Alvermann et al., 2012; Gee, 2015; Magnifico, 2010; Perumal & Ajit, 

2022). Students can be connected in virtual spaces with audiences composed of actual readers 

and collaborators from outside of the classroom. Virtually interacting with external audiences 
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has been shown to make learning more authentic and experiential for students (Magnifico, 2010; 

Perumal & Ajit, 2022).  

Although CMC has been shown to be relevant and effective in promoting students’ 

writing, it has struggled to make it into classrooms. Literacy pedagogy in schools is typically 

aimed at the demands of federally mandated standardized tests which prioritize essay writing 

(Au, 2007; Thibaut & Curwood, 2017). Besides testing demands, teachers often have 

misconceptions regarding CMC that prevent them from fully implementing it into their 

classrooms (Park & Son, 2009). Teachers see CMC in people’s everyday lives and look at it as a 

medium for social interaction with no academic purposes.  

CMC can provide unique opportunities for students. CMC allows for multimodal 

communication, provides new ways for individuals to participate, and can be highly interactive. 

The literature around these affordances of CMC will be discussed in the following section.  

Computer-Mediated Communication Allows for  
Multimodal Communication 
 

CMC has the potential to be multimodal in ways traditional print communication never 

could. Students can communicate by utilizing a variety of presentation software to communicate 

through text, video, voiceover, and pictures (Carrington & Robinson, 2009; Kress, 2003; Kress 

& Van Leeuwen, 2001). Just as important as the choices made during composing written text, 

teachers must prepare students who can make similar choices for how they use multimodal 

resources to design their messages (Jewitt & Kress, 2008; Kress, 2010). 

Research supports the idea that using technology to create multimodal presentations 

increases student motivation (Dowdall, 2009; Peregoy et al., 2013; Willett, 2009). Students gain 

a sense of autonomy and empowerment when they are allowed to use individual creativity in 

their creation of messages (Gebhard et al., 2011). By representing their knowledge through 
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multiple modes for authentic audiences, students can express their identity, exercise agency, and 

foster a sense of authoring through multimodal production. (Thibaut & Curwood, 2017) 

Computer-Mediated Communication Provides 
New Ways to Participate  
 

CMC helps students acquire language by creating an environment where they feel they 

can take additional risks with language use. CMC often allows for students to use an avatar to 

represent themselves online. Students feel more comfortable with learning insecurities behind a 

digital identity (Lamy & Hampel, 2007). Anonymity through avatars removes the fear of seeing 

peers’ reactions when participating. This allows for students to lower their affective filter and 

increase their risk-taking in academic contexts (Lamy & Hampel, 2007). 

CMC provides environments that allow for equality in student participation 

(Chapelle, 2007). In a synchronous online chat when all students are contributing to a live 

conversation at the same time, students can freely participate with an 

opportunity for wait time to formulate their answers (Chen, 2005). Asynchronous 

communication, where students contribute to a conversation at separate times, allows every 

student to properly reflect on their response and language use and to submit their answer when 

they are ready (Chen, 2005).  

Some research shows that not all aspects of CMC are beneficial for students. The lack of 

pragmatics and body language clues often can impede understanding of certain messages (Lamy 

& Hampel, 2007). Research has also shown that anxiety can be increased by pressure to 

participate in synchronous communication, and even in asynchronous communication, as 

students feel pressured to respond (Lamy & Hampel, 2007).  
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Virtual Interactivity 

CMC can replicate interactive face-to-face communication. Interactivity is a term used to 

describe interpersonal communication between people. While the communicative construct of 

interactivity was developed to describe traditional face-to-face conversations, the same types of 

interpersonal interactions now happen in virtual environments (Rafaeli & Sudweeks, 2006). 

Interactivity as a social process in virtual environments has been theorized as a variable with 

messages, threads, and groups being more or less interactive depending on the affordances of the 

platform and motivation of the participants (Rafaeli & Sudweeks, 2006).  

Research shows that interactive virtual platforms do not ensure high levels of interactivity 

between the participants. For example, wikis are a highly interactive space used primarily to 

allow for collaborative editing, but researchers found over 99% of the 180,000 classroom wikis 

studied were created by single authors (Reich et al., 2012). Similar results were found in science 

debates facilitated through online discussion forums. Most of the posts in the forum were from a 

small group of students, and an overwhelming amount of the discussion threads were limited to 

one or two responses (Greenhow et al., 2015). These studies show that the level of interactivity 

in online communication is determined by the motivations of the participants and not the 

platform itself.  

A review of literature found three models conceptualizing the levels of interactivity 

between participants in virtual spaces. In the following section, I will examine the three models 

and review the recent research on K-12 classrooms connecting students to virtual audiences.  

Theories on Interactive Computer-Mediated  
Communication 
 

Sheizaf Rafaeli (1988) theorized levels of interactivity occurring through mediated 

conversations such as those through a phone or computer. He posited the same levels of 
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interaction found in face-to-face contact were found in these new modes of communication. 

Rafaeli viewed interactivity as a continuum with the level of interactivity determined by “the 

extent to which messages in a sequence relate to each other, and especially the extent to which 

later messages recount the information from earlier messages” (Rafaeli, 1988, p. 118). To 

visually represent the three levels of interactive communication he theorized Rafaeli created 

Figure 2.2 to model the transfer of messages between participants.  

Figure 2.2  

Rafaeli's (1988) Model of Levels of Interactive Communication 

 

In this model, one-way communication refers to messages from one person that travels to an 

audience that does not provide a response. This is represented, in Figure 2.2, as one-way arrows 

traveling from a participant to an audience. In two-way or reactive communication, the audience 

responds based only on the previous message received from the person. In the highest level, 

interactive communication, the messages are shaped by all the previous interactions and not only 

the last message communicated. The difference in the reactive and interactive levels involves the 
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depth of the response given by the audience. If the audience is only responding to the last 

message, it is reactive communication, whereas if the audience takes into consideration previous 

messages including the audience’s reaction to them, it is interactive communication (Rafaeli, 

1988). Rafaeli denotes the connection of messages in his model by including them with the 

message.  

 Likewise, Rob Cover (2006) theorized three levels of audience interactivity. While the 

three levels are like those theorized by Rafaeli, Cover’s model differs by maintaining a stronger 

perspective of the audience. In his first level, the audience passively receives the information and 

does not interact with it (Beard, 2009). This is equivalent to one-way communication in Rafaeli’s 

model. In Cover’s second level, the audience actively searches through the information, such as 

one would interact with text in search engines. Cover calls the third level conversational 

interactivity (Cover, 2006). This occurs when individuals interact directly with each other. The 

term conversational interactivity is used literally when direct dialogue is possible, but also 

metaphorically for responding to texts asynchronously (Beard, 2009). This level of audience 

interaction would be similar to Rafaeli’s interactive communication level where the messages 

would depend on previous interactions.  

 The final framework regarding virtual interactivity reviewed was McGrail and 

Behizadeh’s (2017) model developed from their review of K-12 multimodal assessments. They 

identified four levels of interactions students can have with their audience. In their first level, the 

audience is considered but is only imaginary. This level is unique to McGrail and Behizadeh’s 

(2017) model and is a result of them developing their framework based on educational 

assessments. The limitations of classroom writing composition creates authorship demands that 

are unique to that setting.  
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McGrail and Behizadeh’s final three levels share similarities to Rafaeli (1988) and 

Cover’s (2006) models. In the second level, the audience considered is real and addressed, but 

not interacted or collaborated with. In the third level, the audience responds but is not engaged 

beyond the initial response, and in the final level the audience is engaged in interactive and 

participatory forms of communication and collaboration (McGrail & Behizadeh, 2017). Table 

2.1 aligns the levels of interactivity in the three theories.  

Table 2.1 

Theories on the Level of Audience Interactivity 
 

Rafaeli (1988) Cover (2006) McGrail and Behizadeh 
(2017)  

  
 

Audience imagined 
  

Level 
1 

One-Way 
Communication 

Passive Audience addressed, but 
now delivered 

Level 
2 

Reactive 
Communication 

Consultation Audience responds with an 
initial response 

Level 
3 

Interactive 
Communication 

Conversational 
Interactivity 

Audience helps to shape the 
text 

 
Research shows that audience interaction is the most motivating factor for students 

producing media creations outside of school (Alvermann et al., 2012). Understanding these 

motivations for participation is key for teachers to facilitate highly interactive virtual learning 

spaces involving academic content as the level of interactivity in a virtual community is 

important for creating stable memberships. Interactive groups are more likely to sustain their 

memberships and yield other desired outcomes such as creativity, sense of belonging, and 

increased amounts of communication (Rafaeli & Sudweeks, 2006).  

The following section will examine the research in the area of interactivity with virtual 

audiences in K-12 contexts. The studies included in this review took place in K-12 classroom 

settings and were completed in the last decade. The studies are organized according to Rafaeli’s 
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(1988) three levels of interactivity to help understand the educational outcomes that occur at each 

level.  

One Way Virtual Communication 

In one-way virtual interactions, students are connected to audiences in a way that largely 

substitutes traditional classroom sharing. Media creations are either presented synchronously to a 

live classroom audience or posted to virtual spaces where peers can view the creations 

asynchronously. In the studies reviewed, students created a variety of new media literacy 

products such as digital stories using photos from their home and community (Pandya & Low, 

2019), multimodal narratives that replaced traditional narrative composition (Kimbell-Lopez et 

al., 2016), and video responses to classroom literature (Dalton & Grisham, 2013; Solomon, 2010; 

Vasudevan et al., 2010). In these studies, the finished media creations were shared virtually with 

no opportunity for audience response. The flow of information in the communication was one 

directional (Rafaeli, 1988).  

While the practice of posting media creations for virtual audiences largely substituted the 

traditional practice of sharing in front of the class, research showed positive educational 

outcomes from the presence of the virtual audience. The most salient outcome was the increased 

motivation students had to produce multimodal media creations (Kimbell-Lopez et al., 2016; 

Pandya & Low, 2019; Vasudevan et al., 2010). This included increased participation of 

traditionally soft-spoken students in the presence of an in-person classroom audience (Kimbell-

Lopez et al., 2016; Pandya & Low, 2019; Vasudevan et al., 2010). Researchers credited the 

increased engagement to the relevancy of the media literacies to the types of communication 

students are familiar with outside of the classroom (Kimbell-Lopez et al., 2016; Magnifico, 

2010).  
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Students as young as first-grade began to develop an awareness of the audience when 

they posted their digital stories in virtual spaces (Solomon, 2010). The presence of an authentic 

audience aided students in the creation of their media compositions as students pictured their 

audiences viewing their media projects and made deliberate choices about their design based on 

what they perceived their audience would be feeling (Pandya & Low, 2019). Even without 

interactivity with the audience, there were clear benefits from posting students’ media creations 

for others to view.  

Reactive Virtual Communication 

The level of interactivity with virtual audiences increases when the audience responds 

with a message that is related to the last one received (Rafaeli, 1988). In traditional educational 

settings, this is equivalent to students receiving feedback from their audience. In the studies 

reviewed, teachers connected their students to outside audiences for feedback in different ways. 

Nobles and Paganucci (2015) studied the impact of written feedback on high school students’ 

composition projects from graduate students. Although the graduate students largely substituted 

the role of the teacher in providing evaluative feedback, results showed that the feedback was 

personalized and discussed the content of the writing (Nobles & Paganucci, 2015). While 

students had the opportunity to respond back to the graduate students, there did not appear to be 

interactions beyond the first response. In another study reviewed, researchers connected students 

to reactive audiences by posting students’ final videos online for a larger viewing community. 

The researchers reported that students were afforded opportunities for receiving feedback in 

comment boards from virtual audiences that extended beyond school (Spires et al., 2012). The 

feedback was motivating to the students and added to their sense of accomplishment.  
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Studies connecting students to outside virtual audiences that are able to communicate 

reactively revealed outcomes similar to those found in one-way communication. The audience 

served mainly as motivation for students’ literacy production. Researchers Nobles and Paganucci 

(2015) touch on how the distinction in the levels of interactivity of the platforms was not 

important to the students. “The perceived presence of an authentic audience was enough to affect 

student work, and that the differences in interaction between blogs and wiki platforms such as 

Google Sites were minimal for the students” (p. 28).  

While the difference in interactivity did not impact student motivations, there were 

positive outcomes from the responses the students received on their media creations. The 

audiences did not correct the students’ writing mechanics, but rather engaged with it 

authentically to address the ideas expressed (Nobles & Paganucci, 2015; Spires et al., 2012). 

Because this feedback valued the students' expression over their use of writing mechanics, it 

increased the authenticity of the writing tasks (Behizadeh, 2014).  

Interactive Virtual Communication 

Virtual spaces allow for high levels of interactivity through various types of platforms 

such as virtual worlds, wikis, and discussion forums. Synchronous interactions in virtual worlds 

mirror face-to-face interactions but with digital identities (Merchant, 2010). In a study examining 

interactions in Second Life in high school classrooms, students were able to engage in the virtual 

environment where they searched for clues to complete different tasks. Second Life is a virtual 

simulation world where individuals control their avatar and interact with other avatars through 

chat and speak. The study found interactive communication largely occurred in short, written 

exchanges via the chatroom. Students in the chatroom heavily used slang to communicate in 

shorthand to keep up with the fast-paced interactions that were occurring in real time (Merchant, 
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2010). Likewise, researchers found students largely used slang to communicate during 

synchronous chat that occurred during classroom science class. The researchers concluded the 

language choices were determined by the speed of the chat and need to quickly get ideas across 

(Chapelle, 2007).  

Highly interactive virtual communication has been studied in online affinity spaces. A 

key component of these spaces is the desire to become a member in the community of practice. 

Gee (2015) called affinity spaces the ideal learning environment in which participants assemble 

voluntarily to pursue interests and endeavors that are shared across a diverse network of peers. 

This level of desire to participate in these spaces can be seen in Curwood's (2013) study on 

adolescents’ participation in Hunger Games online affinity spaces. Even though participants in 

the study had read each novel multiple times, they continued to seek out experiences with the 

literature in their virtual affinity spaces. This desire to participate in fan fiction affinity spaces led 

the participants to create or remix different aspects of The Hunger Games trilogy, from the 

themes to the characters (Curwood, 2013).   

Efforts have been made to bring the learning opportunities that result from the 

interactivity in affinity spaces into the classroom. Even though teachers have connected students 

in virtual platforms that allow for high levels of interactivity, they have struggled to achieve the 

level of engagement found socially in virtual environments. In one attempt to develop classroom 

affinity spaces, researchers worked with a school librarian to design and facilitate three-week 

mini courses on topics presented in user-generated affinity spaces (Lammers, 2016). The 

students then selected one of the topics they wanted to contribute to. In allowing this choice, the 

educators were hoping that interest would drive participation in similar ways it does in out of 

school contexts. While there was interest in the topics selected, interactivity was still low among 
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the participants (Lammers, 2016). Classroom created affinity spaces are missing the shared 

interest that drives the interactivity in passion affinity spaces.  

Summary of Computer-Mediated Communication 

 The affordances of CMC allow for unique opportunities when incorporating it in 

classrooms. CMC allows students to participate in new ways compared to the traditional in-

person classroom environment and allows students to easily create multimodal messages to share 

with audiences around the world. Not only can students share messages, but they can also 

interact with audiences in virtual spaces. Research shows that virtual interactions can be highly 

motivational to students to participate in the learning communities. 

 In the final section of this chapter, I will discuss the literature around pen pal 

correspondence and then specifically electronic pen pals. I also include the research on virtual 

mentoring as this literature is most closely related to my case study. I conclude by discussing the 

need for my study. 

Pen Pal Correspondence 

Pen pal correspondence has been documented in schools since the early 20th century 

(Walker-Dalhouse et al., 2009). Pen pal writing maintains a presence in schools because of the 

numerous benefits documented in students. Connecting students with interactive audiences from 

outside the classroom through pen pal exchanges can benefit students both by providing 

opportunities to connect school learning to students’ interests, knowledge, and experiences, and 

by allowing students to access the expertise of individuals from the community (Barksdale et al., 

2007). Students writing to communicate effectively was shown to be a motivating factor in 

writing. In a study involving high school students, researchers found that 57% of them thought 

having someone to write to be the most motivating factor. Qualitative data found that students 
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were motivated by the need to communicate effectively to maintain the correspondence instead 

of for grades (Gambrell et al., 2011). Results from studies on pen pals have also shown that 

students who were reluctant to engage with academic styles of writing enjoyed writing letters to 

their pen pals (Barksdale et al., 2007).  

Pen pal writing can provide valuable learning experiences for students even though it 

does not involve direct instruction in writing (Walker-Dalhouse et al., 2009). Typically, pen pal 

exchanges are implemented as an auxiliary activity to support the mandated curriculum and are 

free from the grading demands associated with classroom activities. This allows students to focus 

on writing to communicate meaning rather than to meet classroom writing targets and standards 

(Walker-Dalhouse et al., 2009). Research has shown that students often acquire skills from their 

pen pals. Crowhurst (1990) found that “the influence of their correspondents' letters was clearly 

evident. In some cases, openings or closing were adopted verbatim, in other cases, ideas were 

adopted though wording might be different” (pg. 14).  

Educational researchers found benefits in using traditional media to connect pen pals with 

their audiences. Some researchers believe that it is important for younger students to develop 

handwriting skills early in their literacy development (Shandomo, 2009). A study found that 

sending traditional letters through mail helped to increase student anticipation and provided time 

to add auxiliary projects for students to work on (Shandomo, 2009). In a study monitoring 

exchanges between American and Malanese students, researchers found the time when the 

messages were being mailed was used to complete additional projects related to the students’ pen 

pals.  

Pen pal exchanges have shown student benefits beyond language growth. Lemkuhl 

(2002) connected her students in Ohio with students from Arizona. She found her students made 
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learning connections across all curriculum areas. After they began the pen pal project, the 

students became interested in reading about the areas in which their pen pals lived. In math, they 

learned about time zones, temperatures, and sunrise and sunset differences. In social studies they 

discussed topics such as culture, religion, and language, and the children practiced map skills in 

locating places mentioned in the letters. In science, the children examined differences in weather, 

and they studied the kinds of animals that live in climates such as the desert in Arizona. Topics 

from the pen pal correspondence could be found in all parts of their day.  

Electronic Pen Pals (E-Pals) 

Although educational researchers have documented clear benefits to traditional letter 

writing (McMillon, 2009), there is no denying the ease of sharing students’ messages with 

audiences electronically (Alvermann et al., 2012; Gee, 2015; Magnifico, 2010). Connecting 

students to audiences to exchange messages has been called electronic pen pals or e-pals for 

short. E-pals can be connected through social media platforms allowing for written exchanges to 

be shared instantaneously and synchronous face-to-face interactions through video conferencing. 

E-pals correspondence also allows participants to incorporate different modes of communication 

such as images, gifs, videos, and color that would be much more difficult with traditional letter 

sharing (Alvermann et al., 2012; Gee, 2015; Magnifico, 2010). These types of virtual, 

multimodal interactions are more relevant to the world outside of the classroom in which schools 

are preparing them for (New London Group, 1996). 

Similarly to traditional print pen pals, e-pals have been shown to lead to language 

development in students (Lui, 2002; McClanahan, 2001; Patton et al., 2017; Stanford & Siders, 

2001). In a study of e-pal correspondence about literature, students exchanged emails discussing 

short stories that each class read. Researchers found that, according to unit rubrics, students 
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showed improvement in their writing over the course of the interaction (McClanahan, 2001). 

Students cared more about the revision of their emails and sought out peer revisors to help them 

edit their emails (McClanahan, 2001). In a study comparing traditional pen pals, e pals, and a 

control group, researchers found significant increases in the word count of the e pals compared to 

the other two groups (Stanford & Siders, 2001).  

As was discussed, students acquire literacy skills from their pen pal partner (Alvermann 

et al., 2012; McClanahan, 2001). To ensure this opportunity for students, educators typically 

connect their students with older individuals to help scaffold growth in the students. The 

following section will examine the literature virtual mentorships where students are virtually 

connected with an outside audience with the specific aim of mentoring the students.  

Virtual Mentorships 

Mentoring has been associated with positive educational outcomes in students (Ohlson et 

al., 2017). To save time and resources there has been a rise in virtual mentoring which relies on 

computer-mediated interactions as opposed to face-to-face contact. Connecting students virtually 

to mentors has been shown to have similar positive educational outcomes as face-to-face 

mentoring interactions (Bagley & Shaffer, 2014; Ohlson & Froman, 2012). In a study comparing 

the impacts of mentors meeting face-to-face with their mentees and mentors meeting through 

online live video streaming, researchers found that students participating in the virtual 

interactions had comparable outcomes to the students in the face-to-face group. These included 

fewer suspensions and higher attendance (Ohlson & Froman, 2012). Another study comparing 

the support received during an online simulation game found that mentors interacting with their 

mentees via chat discussion were able to discuss the same topics as the mentors who were 

providing face-to-face support with their mentees (Bagley & Shaffer, 2014). 
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Researchers have revealed several advantages of virtual mentoring over traditional face-

to-face mentoring. Online interactions through chat or email remove barriers associated with 

differences in age, race, and gender (Ensher et al., 2003). This allows for mentors and mentees to 

have the opportunity to focus on deeper connections based on other commonalities and interests 

(Bagley & Shaffer, 2014). Asynchronous communication removes some of the pressures of face-

to-face interactions and allows participants to feel more anonymous, allowing them to be more 

honest and forthcoming. The anonymous feeling of asynchronous interactions also leads to 

increased participation of soft-spoken students (Ohlson et al., 2017).  

Mentors that focus specifically on literacy development in younger students have been 

shown to increase students’ confidence and participation in classroom literacy instruction. In a 

study involving pairing mentors with students for one hour a week, researchers found that the 

positive relationship increased students' self-esteem and caused them to engage more in class 

(Hart et al., 1998). Besides motivation, literacy mentors had a positive effect on reading abilities. 

Children who participated in a national reading mentor program experienced greater 

improvement in passage comprehension and in grade-specific skills (Lee et al., 2012).   

Although there are advantages to virtual mentoring, there are disadvantages as well. In 

asynchronous computer-mediated interactions, mentors have no access to their mentee’s body 

language and other signals (Ohlson & Froman, 2012). Virtual mentors using asynchronous 

communication such as chat and email reported being frustrated by their inability to provide the 

type of feedback and support they typically found during face-to-face interaction (Bagley & 

Shaffer, 2014). When live videoconferencing was used to connect mentors and mentees, 

researchers found a reduction in the amount of discussion that occurred compared to face-to-face 

mentoring interactions (Ohlson & Froman, 2012).  
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Summary of Pen Pal Correspondence 

Research has shown pen pal exchanges to assist with language acquisition (Stanford & 

Siders, 2001), development of intercultural competence (McClanahan, 2001; McMillon, 2009; 

Patton et al., 2017), content integration (Lui, 2002; Shandomo, 2009), and socioemotional 

development (Shandomo, 2009). Similar positive outcomes have been shown with traditional 

letter exchanges or with CMC. CMC has also been used to connect students virtually with 

mentors. Again, similar positive results were seen as found with traditional face-to-face mentors.  

Need for My Study 

This proposed study adds to the research on virtual correspondence in classrooms. The 

mentors in my study function as an interactive conversational partner driving the students' 

writing. While there is considerable research on pen pal correspondence, there is significantly 

less on electronic pen pals. My study focuses on the level of interactivity according to Rafaeli’s 

model covered in this chapter. I did not locate any studies that applied his theory to virtual pen 

pal exchanges. Understanding interactive correspondence is important for educators to 

incorporate CMC with authentic audiences so their students can experience the positive 

outcomes outlined in this chapter.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

I employed a qualitative case study design to examine the virtual mentorship between 

Miss Johnson’s fifth-grade students and their mentors from a local university women’s 

basketball team. I selected a case study design because all communication occurred through 

Google Slides or Flipgrid exchanges making the virtual interactions between the participants 

clearly bounded from regular classroom interactions.  

This study into the virtual mentorship served as a revelatory case due to the unique nature 

of the interactions between the students and their mentors (Yin, 2003). Typically, in classroom 

settings, a vast majority of students’ writing is targeted to the teacher for evaluative purposes 

(Paretti, 2009), but in this partnership the students wrote to correspond with a mentor from 

outside of the classroom over an extended period. Using the case study methodology to examine 

the correspondence allowed me to incorporate the unique context in which Miss Johnson 

facilitated the mentorship to be included in the analysis. Analysis of the correspondence provided 

insight into the following research questions.  

Q1 How did Miss Johnson facilitate the virtual correspondence between her fifth-
grade students and their college mentors? 
 

Q2 What contributed to high levels of interactive communication during written 
correspondence between the fifth-grade students and their college mentors? 
 

Q3 How did fifth-graders incorporate images with their written text to communicate 
virtually with their mentors? 
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In the following chapter, I explain how I used the case study methodology to answer 

these research questions. First, I provide an overview of the case including a description of the 

setting and the participants involved. Next, I detail the data collection procedure and explain how 

the data were analyzed. Finally, I conclude the chapter with my ethical considerations, the ways I 

increased the trustworthiness of the study, and my stance as a researcher in relation to the study.  

Case Overview 

This qualitative case study examined the virtual communication between fifth-grade 

students from an elementary school in southeast Wisconsin and their college mentors from a 

nearby university women’s basketball team. Southeast Wisconsin is home to two cities with the 

largest educational and economic disparities based on race (Watson, 2019). In this part of the 

United States, African Americans experience four times the level of poverty as white residents 

leading to increases in crime, incarceration, along with lower home ownership and graduation 

rates (Watson, 2019). Schools in the area are highly racially segregated leading to disparities in 

resources along racial and socioeconomic lines.  

Miss Johnson, the facilitating teacher for the mentorship, had taught in Title I schools 

serving disadvantaged students for her entire career and was accustomed to searching for 

resources to enrich her classroom instruction. The partnership began in 2017 when she saw the 

opportunity to satisfy the community service requirement for the basketball team she volunteered 

for while at the same time connecting mentors to her students to help in the areas of teamwork, 

college and career readiness, and academic behaviors. In the three previous years of the 

partnership, students and mentors met face-to-face three or four times during the women’s 

basketball season and maintained handwritten pen pal correspondence between the face-to-face 

visits.  
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According to the Program Overview (Appendix F), Miss Johnson had witnessed several 

positive outcomes from the partnership. She noticed students developed a connection to their 

mentors causing them to be much more motivated to write to them compared to regular 

classroom writing assignments. She also noted that the relationship with the university players 

helped to broaden her students’ interests and perspectives (Program Overview, Appendix F). 

During the year of the study, Miss Johnson had hoped that virtually connecting her students to 

their mentors would motivate them to write while receiving in-home instruction and provide 

socio-emotional support during the isolation caused by the Covid-19 quarantines.  

Setting 

This study took place during Miss Johnson’s fourth year facilitating the mentorship as 

social distancing mandates brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic forced the participants to 

rely solely on virtual communication. At the start of the 2020/21 school year, the local school 

board voted that all students must receive remote instruction in response to the community 

spread of the Covid-19 virus. For the duration of the school year, the district provided each 

student with a Google Chromebook along with access to wireless internet for families who 

needed it. At the time of the school board’s decision for all students to be instructed remotely, 

gating criteria were set for the return of in-person instruction. From September 2020 to March of 

2021, all of Miss Johnson’s students received virtual instruction from their homes through a 

combination of synchronous Google Meets and asynchronous digital assignments. 

 In-home remote instruction was challenging for Miss Johnson’s students. Her students 

were often home alone or in charge of their younger siblings. Without adult support throughout 

the school day, there was no accountability for students to engage in schoolwork or to assist with 

navigating the learning platforms. When parents were contacted, they expressed similar 
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frustrations with their children’s lack of academic engagement but would be helpless because of 

their need to work during the day. School administrators provided little support as these were 

unprecedented times, and there was very little that could be done to provide support for students.  

 In March of 2021, after a full calendar year of remote instruction, the community met the 

gating criteria for the reopening of schools, and students were given the option of returning to 

school for in-person instruction. Of Miss Johnson’s 19 fifth-grade students, fourteen of them 

opted for in-person instruction while five remained remote. At this time, Miss Johnson provided 

instruction to both groups of students concurrently through the continued use of synchronous 

Google Meets and asynchronous digital assignments. Social distancing guidelines within the 

classroom forced the continued use of virtual instruction even for the fourteen students who 

returned to the classroom. Guidelines set by the district prevented visitors into the classroom and 

forced the mentorship to continue through virtual communication.  

The students’ writing for their mentors occurred during school hours but was not part of 

the mandated writing curriculum. Because the correspondence was separate from the mandated 

writing curriculum, the students’ correspondence with their mentors was not graded, but student 

participation was heavily pushed by Miss Johnson. The college mentors also received virtual 

instruction during this time. They created their messages to the students on their own schedule, at 

locations of their choosing. After completing their exchanges, they were given credit for the 

team-mandated community service hours. 

Schedule of Interactions 

Prior to the start of the partnership, Miss Johnson sought approval from her school’s 

principal and her students’ parents. The principal approved the mentorship citing that it 
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supported both the students’ literacy development and socioemotional needs. All parents 

consented to their child’s participation in the mentorship.  

Miss Johnson served as a mediator for the correspondence to prevent the sharing of 

personal contact information and help maintain the mentors’ privacy. She compiled the students’ 

messages and sent them to their mentors and did the same with the mentors’ messages. The 

partnership began with an introduction Flipgrid from the mentors. Flipgrid is a free online 

program that allows users to create and share videos through a controlled platform. Once the 

mentors’ completed their introduction video, Miss Johnson assigned two students to each 

mentor. She paired students with their mentors largely based on the student’s level of 

engagement during regular classroom virtual learning. She wanted to ensure each mentor had at 

least one student who would maintain consistent correspondence.  

After assigning two students to each mentor, Miss Johnson shared the mentors’ 

introduction videos with her students, and they responded with a letter written in Google Slides. 

According to Miss Johnson, the virtual correspondence through Google Slides was a social 

activity meant to build relationships between the participants. Because of this, she provided very 

little guidance for the content of the students’ messages. She told students to talk about 

themselves as well as learn about their mentors. She also encouraged her students to take 

advantage of the multimodal affordances of Google Slides by embedding images or including 

videos with their written messages. Besides embedding images and videos, the students were 

allowed to design their Google Slides by choosing the font, color, size, and layout of elements.  

The fifth-grade students and their mentors maintained asynchronous contact from 

November to May of the 2020/21 school year through the online programs Flipgrid and Google 

Slides. Throughout the mentorship twelve asynchronous exchanges occurred in Google Slides, 
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six from the mentors and six from the students. Towards the end of the year there was one 

synchronous Zoom meeting between the mentors and students that could not be recorded. 

Students were given the chance to reflect four times during the mentorship; after they received 

their first letter, after their fourth letter, after their synchronous Zoom meeting, and at the end of 

the mentorship. These reflections were guided with questions from Miss Johnson and occurred in 

either Google Forms or Google Slides. Table 3.1 shows the schedule of the interactions between 

the students and their mentors along with the dates of the students’ reflections. 
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Table 3.1 

Schedule of the Interactions Between Mentors and Students 

Date Participant Artifact 

10/30/20 From Mentors Introduction Flipgrid 

11/3/20 From Students Letters 

11/29/20 From Mentors Letters 

11/30/20 Students Reflections of first letter 

12/22/20 From Students Letters 

1/17/21 From Mentors Letters 

2/11/21 From Students Letters 

2/23/21 From Mentors Letters 

3/24/21 From Students Letters 

4/12/21 From Mentors Letters 

4/13/21 Students Reflections 

4/23/21 From Students Letters 

4/23/21 Synchronous ZOOM 
Meeting 

30 minute Zoom breakout rooms with 
mentor & mentees 

4/24/21 Students Reflections of Zoom meeting 

4/30/21 From Mentors Final letters 

5/13/21 From Students Final letters 

5/15/21 Students Final reflections 
 
Participants 

The participants included in this case study were Miss Johnson, her 19 fifth-grade 

students, and nine college basketball players. At the time of the study, Miss Johnson had six 

years of teaching experience in third and fifth grade. She has a master’s degree in educational 
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psychology and described herself as having a particular interest in connecting children’s 

literature to the socioemotional needs of her students. 

The women’s basketball team was composed of nine women between the ages of 18 and 

22. Due to pandemic safety concerns, players had the opportunity to opt out for the basketball 

season, resulting in a lower number of players than usual. Three of the nine players had 

participated in the program for all three of the previous years, while two participated in just the 

year prior. Four players were new to the basketball program, and this was their first year in the 

mentorship. Two members of the team were enrolled in the university’s elementary education 

program. The players’ other majors included biology, nursing, criminal justice, and pre-med. 

Two players were English language learners from Sweden. Miss Johnson provided brief mentor 

descriptions found in Table 3.2. All the mentor names in Table 3.2 are pseudonyms.  

Table 3.2 

Mentor Pseudonyms with Descriptions 

Pseudonym Description Provided by Miss Johnson 

Ashley First year with the program. Pre-med biology major From Sweden. 

Carrie First year with the program. Undeclared major from Minnesota. 

Connie First year with the program. Criminal Justice major from Arizona. 

Michelle First year with the program. Pre-med biology major From Sweden. 

Amy Second year with the program. Biology major from Southeast Wisconsin. 

Claire Second year with the program. Elementary Education major from Northeast 
Illinois. 

Regina Third year with the program. Elementary education major from Southeast 
Wisconsin. 

Trinity Third year with the program. Nursing major from Southeast Wisconsin. 

Ally Third year with the program. Sport management major from Southeast Wisconsin 
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The team was paired with students from a diverse fifth-grade classroom from the same 

community as their university. Six students were white, five students were biracial, three were 

African American, two were Latino, and two were American Indian, having lived and attended 

school in India. Two of the fifth-grade students qualified for special education services and three 

students were English language learners. Out of the sixteen student participants, only two 

showed grade-level proficiencies on their most recent NWEA literacy assessment. Four students 

demonstrated literacy skills approaching proficiency while all others scored either below or 

significantly below grade level. Miss Johnson provided the individual student descriptions found 

in Table 3.3. All the names included with the descriptions are pseudonyms.  

Table 3.3 

Student Pseudonyms with Descriptions 

Pseudonym Description Provided by Miss Johnson 

Becky Becky was a confident and independent technology user. She described herself as anti-social 
and preferred communicating and socializing virtually. She had a moderate level of 
engagement during virtual learning but was often inhibited by distractions in her home 
environment. She was reluctant to return to in-person school and continued moderate levels 
of engagement in and completion of academic activities. She was more apt to participate in 
synchronous discussions when allowed to communicate digitally. She was very thoughtful 
when prompted with opportunities of reflection. 

Terrance Terrance was an American Indian student and English Language Learner who was 
technologically savvy. He showed high levels of engagement and demonstrated a strong 
work ethic across all academic areas throughout both virtual and in-person settings. He was 
a highly reluctant writer who preferred to participate verbally.   

Brian Brian was a highly engaged student throughout virtual learning and in-person. He 
demonstrated high levels of independence with technology and always completed any of his 
schoolwork confidently and quickly.  

Laura Laura was a reluctant writer who often needed support with use of technology. She had low 
levels of engagement in academic work in both virtual and in-person settings unless working 
with a small group.  

Jared Jared was absent for much of the school year, but highly engaged when present. He 
remained virtual for most of the year with many technological and home environment 
factors inhibiting his participation. He was a struggling reader and writer with a strong desire 
to engage and complete assignments correctly.  
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Table 3.3, continued 

Pseudonym Description Provided by Miss Johnson 

Maddux Maddux was an independent and confident technology user. He remained virtual for the 
entire year and fluctuated with assignment completion and attendance. He was a struggling 
writer who was reluctant to revisit assignments after completing a first draft.  

Megan Megan was a technologically savvy student who had minimal participation and work 
completion during virtual learning. She was highly engaged during in-person instruction. 
She was an English Language Learner with moderate levels of confidence in writing abilities 
but would often ask for support or suggestions.  

Stephanie Stephanie is an American Indian student and English Language Learner. She was highly 
engaged during both in-person instruction and virtual learning. Her home environment 
inhibited consistent attendance. She was comfortable and confident with technology-use, but 
a reluctant writer.  

Julie Julie was a moderately engaged student in both virtual and in-person settings. She was a 
confident technology user, but academic struggles often led to lower engagement and 
assignment completion. She was most comfortable in group work and with non-academic 
discussions.  

Addison Addison remained virtual the entire year with consistent attendance, but low engagement in 
academic work. She was confident with technology use, but not for academic purposes. She 
struggled to independently navigate the learning platform, complete assignments, and 
engage synchronously.  

Shelly Shelly was a confident technology user with minimal participation during virtual learning. 
She needed support to navigate the learning platforms but showed increased engagement and 
work completion when she returned to in-person instruction. She was a confident writer who 
sought out social connections. 

Rachel Rachel remained virtual the entire year with fluctuating attendance and participation. She 
was confident technologically, academically, and socially with high engagement and work 
completion when present.  

Angel Angel was a highly engaged student across all subject areas in both virtual and in-person 
settings. She was a confident writer with the ability to work independently with technology. 

Charlie Charlie was a moderately engaged student during virtual learning in most subject areas but 
was a highly motivated writer. He was confident with technology. His engagement in all 
subject areas increased during in-person instruction and he often vocalized his preference for 
writing.  

Cesar Cesar was a highly engaged student during both virtual and in-person settings. He 
demonstrated confidence and high interest in all subject areas and with technology use. He 
was a motivated writer but was reluctant to revise and edit work.  

Isaiah Isaiah was a highly engaged student who received special education services. He could 
independently navigate all digital learning platforms and demonstrated high levels of work 
completion. He was a reluctant writer who thrived when he was provided supports and 
models.  
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Miss Johnson and the nine mentors were sought for their participation in the study. 

Students were purposefully selected based on their level of participation using criteria sampling 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). For student participants to be included in this study they must have 

enrolled at the school for the entire time and completed at least 75% of the required exchanges. 

Setting this participation criteria ensured that the participants would have had sufficient 

exchanges for me to examine the interactivity of the messages. Based on these criteria, 16 of the 

19 students were included in the study. Table 3.4 shows the sixteen students paired with their 

mentors.  

Table 3.4 

Mentors Paired with Students  

Mentors Fifth-Grade Mentee Fifth-Grade Mentee 

Amy Becky Terrance 

Carrie Brian Laura 

Connie Jared Maddux 

Michelle Megan Stephanie 

Regina Julie Addison 

Ashley Shelly Rachel 

Claire Cesar Isaiah 

Trinity Angel  

Ally Charlie  
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Data Collection 

All data collection methods were Institutional Review Board approved (Appendix A) 

prior to the study. To study the partnership between the students and their college mentors I 

collected artifacts and conducted interviews. The main artifacts collected were the Google Slides 

correspondence and their Flipgrid videos. The participants’ messages were organized 

chronologically by Miss Johnson into a single Google Slides presentation for each partnership. 

The Google Slides presentations included Miss Johnson’s feedback provided to the students 

using the program’s comment feature. The Flipgrid links to the videos were included within the 

Google Slides to allow for transcription within the context of the exchanges.  

In addition to the correspondence between the students and mentors, additional artifacts 

were collected. Miss Johnson provided her instructions to the students and the mentors in PDF 

format. Additionally, she provided her students’ reflections of the partnerships in Google Slides 

and Google Forms. Miss Johnson granted me access to all these artifacts in a shared Google 

Drive folder. 

I conducted interviews with all adult participants and students who met the selection 

criteria for the study. A one-on-one interview was conducted with Miss Johnson (Appendix G) to 

ascertain her experiences organizing the virtual partnership and to gain an understanding of her 

perceived outcomes of the mentorship. Group interviews were conducted with the students 

(Appendix H) and the mentors (Appendix I). All interviews were conducted during May of the 

2020/21 school year and the proximity to the end of the school year did not allow for the 

opportunity of follow up interviews. Table 3.5 shows the data sources aligned with each research 

question.  
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Table 3.5 

Data Sources Aligned with Research Questions 

Research Question Data Source Participants Artifacts 

How did Miss Johnson facilitate 
the virtual correspondence 

between her fifth-grade students 
and their college mentors? 

Interview Facilitating Teacher  Audio Recording  

Artifacts 
 

Teacher 
instructions to 
mentors 
 
Teacher feedback 
on students’ 
Google Slides  

What contributed to high levels 
of interactivity during written 
correspondence between the 
fifth-grade students and their 

college mentors? 

Interviews 
 
Artifacts 

16 Fifth-grade 
Students 
 
9 University 
Basketball Players 
 
Facilitating Teacher 

Recorded Zoom 
Meetings 
 
Google Slides 
Correspondence  
 
Student 
reflections 

How did fifth-graders 
incorporate images with their 
written text to communicate 
virtually with their mentors?  

Artifacts 16 Fifth-grade 
Students 
 
9 University 
Basketball Players 

Google Slides 
Correspondence   

 

Data Collection Procedure    

 In May of the 2020/21 school year, Miss Johnson notified me that the mentorship was 

complete. At this time, I obtained school consent (see Appendix B) through the school principal. 

Miss Johnson then consented to the study (Appendix C) and helped to provide contact 

information for the students’ families and the women’s basketball team. I first sought adult 

consent from the mentors (Appendix C) and parents (Appendix D). I distributed the consent 

forms to the mentors in-person at a team practice. At this time, they had the opportunity to ask 
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me any questions they had regarding the study. Miss Johnson sent home the parental consent 

forms for her in-person students, and they were returned by them. I included my contact 

information with the consent forms to give them the opportunity to reach out with any questions. 

Once the in-person students returned their parental consent forms, I obtained student assent 

(Appendix E). At this time, they had the opportunity to ask me any questions they had regarding 

the study. To obtain parental consent and student assent of the remote students, Miss Johnson 

and I visited their homes which allowed those participants the opportunity to ask any questions 

they may have. I secured all signed consent and assent forms in a locked file drawer in my home 

office for safe keeping. 

 After I obtained all the participants' consent and assent, I conducted an initial interview 

with Miss Johnson (Appendix G). The interview occurred face-to-face at a mutually agreed upon 

time and location. The meeting with Miss Johnson lasted about an hour. I recorded the interview 

using a password protected recording device. Following the interview, I transcribed the recording 

verbatim except for replacing all participant identifiers with pseudonyms. I deleted the recording 

after I had completed the transcription. The digital transcription is stored on a password 

protected device. I printed a copy of the transcription to code the data more easily for analysis. 

Following analysis, I destroyed the printed copy. 

Following Miss Johnson’s interview, I conducted short, 15-minute student interviews 

(Appendix H) the third week of May. These interviews took place virtually in small groups of 

three or four students and were scheduled during the students’ lunch time. I recorded the 

interviews on Google Meet. Following the interviews, I transcribed the recordings verbatim 

except I replaced all participant identifiers with pseudonyms. I stored the transcription on a 
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password protected device. I printed copies of the interview transcriptions to allow for coding 

and analysis. Following analysis, I destroyed the printed copies.  

I conducted mentor interviews (Appendix I) the same week the student interviews were 

completed. The nine players were split into three groups of three. Each group interview was 

conducted over Zoom and lasted approximately twenty-five minutes. The interviews were 

scheduled at the players’ convenience with the assistance of Miss Johnson. I recorded the 

interviews for analysis. Following the interviews, I transcribed the recordings verbatim except I 

replaced all participant identifiers with pseudonyms. I stored the transcripts on a password 

protected device. I deleted the recordings of the interviews.  

 At the conclusion of the program, Miss Johnson granted me access to the correspondence 

between her students and the players in Google Slides and Flipgrid. All the files were organized 

in a Google Drive folder and shared with me. She also shared her plans and reflections in this 

Google Drive folder. After removing all participant identifiers, I stored these digital files on a 

password protected device.  

Data Analysis 

         In the following section I discuss how the data collected were analyzed. The methods of 

analysis were developed from Gee’s (2011) How to do a Discourse Analysis. In his book, he 

outlines tools researchers can use when examining language in use. One of the tools he discusses 

is topic chaining. He writes,  

For any communication, ask what the topics are of all main clauses and how these topics 

are linked to each other to create (or not) a chain that creates an overall topic or coherent 

sense of being about something for a stretch of speech or writing. (pg. 143) 
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Topic chaining was at the heart of this analysis because it allowed me to apply Rafaeli’s (1988) 

Theory of Interactivity to the correspondence. Analysis was also guided by Saldaña’s (2009) 

Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers where she outlines coding methods for 

consolidating and analyzing data. For analysis I used descriptive codes to both examine 

interview and reflection data and to track topic chains throughout the correspondence. This 

following section explains in more detail how each of the research questions was answered using 

this analysis. 

Analysis for Research Question 1 

In the following section I will explain how I analyzed the data for my first research 

question.  

Q1 How did Miss Johnson facilitate the virtual correspondence between her fifth-
grade students and their college mentors? 
 

To answer Research Question 1, I examined the data collected in the following three 

steps. First, I coded and examined Miss Johnson’s interview and directions to gain insight into 

how she instructed her students to write for the mentorship. Next, I conducted a discourse 

analysis of the participants’ correspondence to understand the impact of Miss Johnson’s 

instructional decisions. Finally, I coded student and mentor interviews to triangulate the findings 

from Miss Johnson’s interview and the discourse analysis. In the following section, I will explain 

these steps in more detail.  

Analysis of Miss Johnson’s Interview 

To examine how Miss Johnson facilitated the partnership, I began with her interview 

which contained information regarding the context of the interactions, how she facilitated the 

partnership, and her perceived outcomes for her students. During the first read of her interview 

transcription, it became apparent there were differences between her writing instruction for the 
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mentorship and her typical classroom writing instruction. To understand these differences, I 

applied descriptive codes to her interview to separate the two types of writing instruction as 

either “classroom writing” or “mentorship writing.” Next, I applied descriptive codes for the 

different aspects of writing instruction for each category. Table 3.6 shows examples of the 

passages coded in each of the terms.  

Table 3.6 

Initial Descriptive Coding of Miss Johnson’s Interview 

Code Classroom Writing Writing for the Mentorship 

Audience for 
Writing 

“For the students the alternative is 
sitting and writing in a notebook for 
me to look at and to grade.” 

“Where this was because it was somebody 
from the outside who's also bringing up new 
ideas or is a whole new person. The students 
are responding to that. I'm able to see and 
learn about my students in ways I don't 
think I could if they are just talking back 
and forth to me.” 

Purpose for 
Writing 

“The model that I use in teaching 
writing is often them looking to my 
example, so I write one and they kind 
of try to replicate it in their own way 
aiming to fit the mold of a certain 
format.” 

“So creating kind of a more casual setting 
for them to write and a more engaging one 
because it's about themselves and getting to 
learn about somebody else.” 

Student 
Motivations  

“That’s often the most difficult if you 
have a student who is reluctant 
writing. It seems to be the one that's 
hardest to get them to overcome being 
reluctant.” 

“So, after many months of being in isolation 
and things like that so just being able to 
reach out to somebody new and get to know 
somebody new who had a genuine interest 
in them was something that led to their 
motivation to write.”  

Feedback  “I tell them this is good, but you need 
to add periods, or you need to 
capitalize your letters. Even the 
feedback I give comes across as just 
hey you’re a bad writer and like you 
need to fix this.” 

“It's all positive feedback from the mentors 
to the students. Even if their letter was 
written horribly or they didn't write a lot.” 

 
  I compared the coded passages for classroom writing with writing for the mentorship, for 

each of the aspects of writing instruction, and found that Miss Johnson altered her instruction for 
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the mentorship in three ways. First, compared to her classroom writing instruction, she provided 

students with more freedom regarding the structure and content of their messages. Second, she 

provided students with instructions and feedback that was focused on communicating with their 

mentors and not writing mechanics. Finally, she made efforts to frame the mentors as the 

audience for the writing. With these actions Miss Johnson helped create the context for the 

students’ interactions with their mentors. To understand the interactions that occurred within this 

context, I conducted a discourse analysis on the participants’ virtual correspondence. This 

process will be explained in the following section.  

Analysis of the Participants’ Correspondence 

 Following analysis of Miss Johnson’s interview and gaining insight into her instructional 

decisions, I began the discourse analysis to examine the interactions that took place in the 

context she created for the participants. I was specifically interested in the interactivity between 

the participants as it has been shown to lead to positive outcomes for the participants. Rafaeli 

(1988) writes, “interactivity in communication settings is associated with the attitudinal 

dimensions of acceptance and satisfaction. It is also related to performance quality, motivation, 

sense of fun, cognition, learning, openness, frankness and sociability.” Rafaeli argued that the 

more interactive communication was, the more likely the participants would experience those 

positive outcomes.  

To help differentiate the levels of interactive communication, Rafaeli developed a visual 

representation of the transfer between participants. Figure 2.2 shows the transfer of messages 

between participants in each of Rafaeli’s (1988) three levels of interactivity. In his model, 

Rafaeli shows how messages travel between participants (P1 and P2) in three levels of 

communication. In one-way communication the messages only pass from a participant to an 
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audience. In two-way, P2 responds to the previous message. During interactive communication 

the messages travel back and forth between participants while taking into consideration previous 

messages. Rafaeli denotes the context the previous messages create by including them with the 

message. For example, as Participant 1 is communicating Message 3 (M3) to Participant 2 the 

first two messages (M2 and M1) are included to show the context created from the previous 

messages. The more interactive a communication is, the more positive outcomes of acceptance 

and motivation are seen in the participants (Rafaeli, 1988). 

To gain understanding of the levels of interactive correspondence between the 

participants I separated the individual topics in the messages and trace them throughout the 

exchanges. This process will be explained next.  

Topic Coding. To begin, I applied descriptive topic codes to all the exchanges (Saldaña, 

2009). At this time, I also color coded the topics. The color choices were irrelevant to the 

analysis but helped me to visualize the progression of topics through the messages. Table 3.7 

shows the topics coded, their description, and the color applied to the messages.  
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Table 3.7 

Topic Codes for the Correspondence Between the Fifth-Grade Students and Their Mentors 

Code Description of Topic Color 
Code 

Family/Pets Topics involving family members, activities with families, or 
pets.  

Yellow 

Favorites Questions and responses asking about specific favorite things, 
people, places, etc. 

Green 

Hobbies Topics about what individuals enjoy doing with their time such 
as drawing, riding bikes, and video games.  

Blue 

Life Updates Topics about what has been going on in their lives. This does 
not include schooling which was a separate code. 

Orange 

Women’s 
Basketball 

These are topics specifically about the mentor’s basketball 
team. Discussions involving basketball in general were 
included with hobbies.  

Red 

Holidays Holidays that occurred within the timeframe of the exchanges 
were Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Years, and Easter. This 
category of codes may include activities, gifts, and food related 
to the holiday. 

Purple 

Fun Facts Questions and responses about interesting information about 
themselves such as birthdays, greatest fear, or superpower 
wanted. 

Magenta 

School/College Topics about elementary school or college including 
discussions involving classwork, class activities, and feelings 
towards school.  

Grey 

Goals Topics about things they want to accomplish in the future such 
as career goals.  

Pink 

Greetings/ 
Closings 

Phrases such as hi, talk to you later, sincerely etc.  White 

 
Topic Tracking. After topic coding the exchanges, I conducted a second round of coding 

to track how the topics progressed through the messages. I applied conversation codes to the 

topic strands. M and S were used to represent who wrote the message, the mentor or student.  
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Statements were either coded as an O for offered information or an R if the statement was in 

response to a question. Questions were coded as either IQ for a question that initiated a new topic 

or a FQ for a follow-up question for a topic already discussed. These codes, found in Table 3.8 

were used to track the ways a topic continued during the correspondence.  

Table 3.8 

Conversation Codes for Tracking How Topics Progressed During Correspondence 

Code Description 

MO  Mentor Offered Information 

SO  Student Offered Information 

MIQ Mentor Initial Question 

SIQ Student Initial Question 

MFQ Mentor Follow-up Question 

SFQ Students Follow-up Question 

MR Mentor Response to Question 

SR Student Response to Question 

MIQ and O Mentor Question and Offered Information 

SIQ and O Student Question and Offered Information 
 

An example of a participant initiating a topic by both asking and answering their own 

question would be, what do you hope to get for Christmas? I am really hoping I get a new phone. 

Figure 3.1 shows an example of a participant’s message following the two rounds of coding.  

 

 

 

 



 

   

 

62 

Figure 3.1 

Example of a Message with Topic and Conversation Codes 

 

Levels of Interactivity. After the messages were coded with their topic and conversation 

codes, I was able to separate the topics and apply Rafaeli’s Theory of Interactivity (1988) to 

determine how interactive each topic became. Topics that were discussed by one participant and 

not responded to by the other were categorized as one-way communication. Topics that received 

a single response or topics in which the participant responded to the question and mirrored the 

same question back were categorized as reactive communication. Finally, topics that were 

expanded over more than two messages were categorized as interactive communication. Table 

3.9 shows an example of tracking the interactive topic of basketball between two participants. 

While the topic of basketball evolves to include basketball experience, favorite basketball 

players, and basketball goals, it is all coded as the topic of basketball to track the development of 

the original topic. 
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Table 3.9 

Example of Interactive Communication 

Participant Text Regarding Basketball 

Message 1 - Connie (Mentor) The position that I play is like a 1 2. Like a point 

guard/shooting guard. 
 

Message 2 - Jared (Student)  i play basketball  to just like you. how long have you 
played basketball i played since i was like 5 now im 10  

Message 3 - Connie (Mentor) that is so cool that you play basketball! I have been playing 
basketball since I was 5 too! Who is your favorite basketball 
player?  

Message 4 - Jared (Student) my dream is to be a nba player i want to play for goldan 
states. my favorite basketball player is curry liceskin land 
im liceskin. I know you new to the team how is it going?  

Message 5 - Connie (Mentor) I see you’re dream is to be in the NBA that is amazing I 
hope you work hard and push yourself! You will go through 
ups and downs but the game is mental and you can do it! I 
believe in you!  Don’t let anything get in your way!! I see 
you want to play for Golden State what number do you 
want? I am a big Lakers fan but Curry is good too. Curry is 
light skin like you make me laugh lol. I am new to the team 
and it’s cool we are 0-2 but we will get better!! It’s only the 
beginning! 

 
 After separating topics by their levels of interactivity, I was able to calculate frequency 

data such as the number of messages topics were discussed, who initiated the topics, and who 

asked questions. With this information I was able to search for patterns across all partnerships.  

Once I understood the context for the correspondence and the interactions that took place within 

this context, I next examined how Miss Johnson’s written feedback influenced the interactions.  
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Analysis of Miss Johnson’s Feedback 

Miss Johnson gave students feedback through her written comments made on the 

students’ messages created in Google Slides. Analysis of Miss Johnson’s written feedback to the 

students found she made 47 comments on her students' 92 Google Slides. I applied codes to Miss 

Johnson’s feedback describing the support the comments provided her students. From these 

codes four categories of feedback were developed; specific topic suggestions, requiring more 

questions, highlighting questions not answered, and seeking clarification.  

Using the history feature on Google Slides I was able to see the students' messages before 

and after Miss Johnson’s feedback. This information, along with the topic tracking from the 

participants’ correspondence, allowed me to align her suggestions with the topics being 

discussed to explore their influence on the correspondence. Figure 3.2 shows an example of a 

student’s message before and after Miss Johnson’s feedback.  
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Figure 3.2 

Example of a Student’s Message Before and After Miss Johnson’s Feedback 

 

 

Coding Student and Mentor Interviews 

Student and mentor interviews and reflections were coded using terms relevant to the 

findings from Miss Johnsons’ analysis. These terms included role of audience, motivation, topic 

choice, and classroom writing. The passages coded in these terms were used in Chapter 4 to 

incorporate the participants’ voice and experiences with the findings.  

An additional round of coding was done on the mentors’ interview to ascertain their 

perceived role during the correspondence. Descriptive codes were applied to quotes from the 

mentors’ interview in which they discussed their role, motivations, and considerations during the 

mentorship. These passages were incorporated to triangulate the findings regarding student 

motivations and topic choice for the interactions.  
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Analysis for Research Question 2 

 In the following section I will explain how I analyzed the data for my second research 

question.  

Q2 What contributed to high levels of interactive communication during written 
correspondence between the fifth-grade students and their college mentors? 
 

Research Question 2 was again answered by applying Rafaeli’s (1988) Model of Interactivity. As 

I previously discussed, Rafaeli posits that the more interactive a communication is, the more 

positive outcomes such as acceptance, satisfaction, and motivation are experienced by the 

participants (Rafaeli & Sudweeks, 2006). These outcomes aligned with Miss Johnson’s aims for 

socio-emotional support and motivation to write.  

To apply Rafaeli’s theory to the correspondence between the students and their mentors. I 

used the topic coding and tracking from Research Question 1 to determine the number of 

messages each topic was discussed. Because Research Question 2 is concerned with interactive 

communication, I disregarded the topics that were only found in one or two slides as those would 

be considered one way or reactive communication in Rafaeli’s model. This allowed me to only 

focus on the interactive topics from the correspondence.  

Looking only at the topics that were discussed for more than two messages, I was able to 

tabulate the frequency of characteristics of the interactive correspondence such as how each topic 

was initiated, and how participants continued the discussion of the topics. With the information 

tabulated from the analysis of the interactive topics I was able to search for patterns to help 

understand what contributes to interactive correspondence. 

Topic Diagraming 

In comparison to face-to-face interactions which typically involves more frequent 

opportunities for participants to exchange messages, the letter format of the mentorship allowed 
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for the participants to discuss several topics simultaneously. As was shown in the example for 

Research Question 1, when the participants discussed the topic of basketball, they discussed 

several topics simultaneously involving basketball. To separate these topics, I conducted a 

second round of topic coding on the topics discussed for the greatest number of messages from 

each of the partnerships. After this second round of topic coding, I created topic diagrams 

modeled after Rafaeli’s representation found in Figure 2.2. While the topic diagrams contain 

similar information gleaned from the topic and conversation codes, they created a visual 

representation of the progression of the topics throughout the correspondence. Figure 3.3 shows 

the example correspondence from Research Question 1 as a topic diagram.  

Figure 3.3 

Example of Tracking Multiple Topic Strands Regarding Basketball 

 

The lines show the topic's direction between the participants throughout the course of the 

exchange. While the diagram is of a singular topic, basketball, multiple subtopics within the 

same message are represented with the multiple strands between the participants. Rafaeli denoted 
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the continuity of the messages in interactive communication with an M1, M2, M3. Diagramming 

the topics provided a way to visualize the continual discussion of topics.  

 Each of the four conversational codes are color coded. Blue and green represent topics 

that are being initiated while red and purple represent the responses to an initiated topic with a 

response and/or a follow-up question. The multiple strands and color coding of the topic 

diagrams were used to visually show the different levels of interactivity in the correspondence 

between the participants. 

Calculating Percentage Topic was Discussed 

Examining the topic discussed for the greatest number of slides allowed me to calculate 

the percentage of the correspondence that the topic was discussed. To calculate this percentage, I 

found the overall word count of the messages using the word count feature on Google Slides. I 

then found the word count of the topic and calculated the percentage the topic was discussed 

compared to the overall message. This percentage was used to show the growth of topics as they 

continued throughout the correspondence.  

Coding for Participant Affinity 

Comparing the transcripts of the partnerships with topics discussed for the most slides 

with the partnerships with topics discussed for the least number of slides revealed that the 

participants’ affinity for the topic influenced the length of the correspondence. The participants’ 

affinity for a topic was determined through coding of the participants' messages, interviews, and 

reflections. Phrases in students’ messages such as “my dream is to be an NBA player” or “my 

favorite thing to do is play Roblox” signaled an affinity for that topic. In addition to the students’ 

messages, their reflections were also used to determine their affinity for a topic. When asked 

what they were excited to share with their mentors Brian replied, “I was excited to tell her that I 
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have a leopard gecko and about my dogs.” Charlie wrote, “I was excited to share about my 

drawings so I can show how greatly i can draw.” Terrance replied, “I showed my mentor my 

coloring skills and she likes them.” These reflections helped to triangulate the affinity codes 

found in the correspondence.  

When neither participant had a special affinity for the topic being discussed, their 

interactions involved topics that could generally be shared by anyone, such as school and 

holidays. When these students were asked what they were excited to share with their mentors 

they replied with a broad response. For example, Shelly replied, “I was excited to share what 

I’ve been up to lately.” Stephanie wrote, “I was excited to share about what I do.” Cesar 

responded, “I was excited to tell her what i was doing because then she would know like what 

type of person that I am.” 

Coding topics by the participants’ affinity towards the topic revealed three types of 

relationships the participants had to the topic; both participants had a shared affinity, only one 

participant had an affinity, or neither participant did. Developing these three categories allowed 

me to compare the topic-chaining and questioning patterns found within each.  

Analysis for Research Question 3 

In the following section I will explain how I analyzed the data for my third research 

question.  

Q3 How did fifth-graders incorporate images with their written text to communicate 
virtually with their mentors? 
 

I used Marsh and White’s Taxonomy of Image and Text Relationships (2003) to analyze 

the students’ images included in their messages to their mentors. Marsh and White created their 

taxonomy by synthesizing 24 studies on text and image relationships. I used their taxonomy to 

analyze the students’ images because of the comprehensiveness of the functions included.  
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Marsh and White’s Taxonomy is broken up into two stages. The first stage categorizes 

the image by its relationship to the text. The image can either have little relationship to the text, 

close relation to the text, or go beyond the text. The second stage of their taxonomy breaks down 

those three categories into 49 functions the image can have with the text. Marsh and White’s full 

Taxonomy of Image and Text Relationships can be found in Figure 3.4.  

Figure 3.4 

Marsh and White’s Taxonomy of Image and Text Relationships (2003) 

 

 
I applied Marsh and White’s taxonomy to the students’ images by first determining what 

part of the written message was associated with each image. Coding topics, as discussed in the 

previous section, showed that each of the students' messages to their mentors covered a multitude 

of topics. While students had the ability to add multiple images to each message, most of the 

time they added a singular image. In the eight occurrences of adding multiple images to a 
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message, all of them were related to the same topic. Because the images included with the 

messages referred to a single topic, only the text that referred to the same topic as the image was 

used to determine the image and text relationship. 

Once I isolated the text that was associated with the image or images on the slide, I was 

able to categorize the images by their relationship to the text. All the images either had little 

relationship to the text or a close relationship to the text. None of the images went beyond the 

text according to the taxonomy. Next, I coded the images by the functions found in Figure 3.4. 

Examination of the frequency of the functions of the images led to the findings regarding how 

students incorporated images with their messages.  

Trustworthiness 

Several procedural considerations were made to increase the credibility of the qualitative 

findings. Data collection procedures followed prescribed case study methods (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2003) and were reviewed by experienced researchers at the University of 

Northern Colorado prior to the study. Researchers on the review committee were selected for 

their expertise in the areas of literacy and language. Their input was sought throughout the 

conception, analysis, and writeup of the study.  

I included multiple data sources that helped ensure data source triangulation of the 

findings. Multiple data sources allowed me to provide rich descriptions of the interactions that 

occurred between the participants. Following data analysis, a member check with Miss Johnson 

was used to check my interpretation of the data. “Member checks are the single most important 

way of ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what the participants say and 

do” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 246). Miss Johnson reviewed my analysis of the virtual 
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interactions. Her intimate knowledge of the individuals and the context for the communication 

ensured that my interpretation of the interactions was accurate.  

External validity is the extent to which the case study can be generalized beyond the 

specific case. To help increase the external validity of a case study that is unique in its context, 

findings connected to existing theories on communication. The study also includes detailed 

descriptions of the interactions and their contexts to allow readers to determine the extent to 

which comparisons can be made to their educational situation. As Eliot Eisner states in his book 

The Enlightened Eye (1991), “One of the most useful of human abilities is the ability to learn 

from the experience of others” (p. 202).  

Ethical Considerations  

The study of the virtual communication did not bring harm to the participants. Every 

precaution was taken to ensure that all participants felt safe, comfortable, and had the freedom to 

withdraw from the study if they felt the need to. Extra precautions were taken when collecting 

data from the young students. The students were familiar with me as an educator and were 

comfortable interacting with me as a researcher.  

Online interactions bring about additional ethical concerns regarding the identities of the 

participants (Curwood et al., 2019). Protecting the anonymity of the participants was critical for 

their well-being. All identifiers were replaced with pseudonyms immediately following data 

collection to conceal the real and virtual identities of the participants.   

Researchers’ Stance 

 I have a close personal and professional relationship with the facilitating teacher. We met 

while teaching, and since then we have sought out opportunities to teach in the same building. 

We often discuss our work in our classrooms with each other. While I hadn’t assisted in her work 
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developing the university partnership, I was aware of the work she had done during the first three 

years of the partnership. During the last year that the mentors and students were able to meet in 

person, I was able to be in the same school where the partnership occurred and observed some of 

the interactions between the players and students. I have met the coaches of the team and am 

familiar with their perceptions of the partnership. All my experiences with the previous 

participants have led me to believe this is a very beneficial partnership. It was my hope to 

understand more about this partnership through my research. The final write-up will in no way 

be used to benefit the participants of this study.  

The facilitating teacher and I were the only two fifth-grade teachers at the elementary 

school. We collaborated regularly and co-planned the fifth-grade curriculum. Although I was 

close to the facilitator and the case at the time of the study, I did not attempt to alter the study in 

any way. Her students worked on their virtual interactions with their mentors while my students 

did alternative activities. To ensure minimal researcher interference, I did not contact any of the 

participants until after the correspondence ended.  
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

 In the following chapter, I present the findings from the qualitative analysis of the case 

study into the virtual correspondence between Miss Johnson’s fifth-grade students and their 

college mentors. My aim in this chapter is to tell a detailed story of the correspondence that 

considers the context of the interactions and that connects the findings to the experiences of the 

participants. I present the findings using the participants’ words from their interviews and their 

correspondence to give a rich description of the partnership between the students and their 

mentors. Quantitative data, such as the frequency of patterns discovered, is used to support the 

themes found. The goal of this qualitative research was to understand the experiences of the 

participants during their virtual interactions. These experiences can help educators develop 

communicative literacy experiences for their students. 

Research Question 1 

The following section will present the findings from my analysis of data regarding my 

first research question.  

Q1 How did Miss Johnson facilitate the virtual correspondence between her fifth-
grade students and their college mentors? 
 

Analysis of data as outlined in Chapter 3 led to the following two findings pertinent to Research 

Question 1. 
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Finding 1 Miss Johnson motivated her students to write by framing the mentors as the 
audience and allowing freedom in the content of the messages.  
 

Finding 2 Miss Johnson’s conversational supports helped students develop reactive 
correspondence. 
 

To present these two findings, I will first describe Miss Johnson’s aims for the 

mentorship and the changes she made to her regular classroom writing instruction to meet those 

aims. After describing her actions which created the context for the correspondence, I will 

present the two findings related to Research Question 1 while showing the influence Miss 

Johnson’s actions had on the students’ writing for the mentorship.  

Miss Johnson’s Aims for the Correspondence 

 In her interview, Miss Johnson stated the purpose of the mentorship was to get her 

students socioemotional support during the isolation caused by quarantines and to serve as a 

motivation for students’ writing. These two purposes for her facilitation of the partnership will 

be discussed in the following section.  

Interactions During Covid-19 

 Miss Johnson facilitated the virtual correspondence between her students and their 

mentors during the Covid-19 pandemic. Her school district closed their buildings in March of 

2020, and all students were sent home. They remained home until March of 2021, a full calendar 

year, attending school virtually. Miss Johnson expressed socioemotional concerns for her 

students during this time. “For the majority of the year [my students] were stuck at home with 

only whoever was in their household and me and their virtual classmates to speak with.” She 

added, “Everybody was going through something different at home surviving the pandemic. One 

kid shared with me he hadn’t seen another kid outside of his family in a year.”  
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Typically, Miss Johnson would address any socioemotional needs of her students by 

building a supportive classroom community. But due to virtual learning, she was not able to 

successfully do this with her students. She shared, “The classroom community was almost 

impossible to build because kids aren’t there, or normally outspoken students are shy on the 

microphone.”  

Instead of developing a classroom community, Miss Johnson addressed her students’ 

socioemotional needs by promoting virtual correspondence with their mentors. Miss Johnson 

mentioned her main goal was “to develop genuine relationships” with the mentors to meet the 

socioemotional needs of her students. She said, “After many months of being in isolation, just 

being able to reach out to somebody new and get to know somebody new, who had a genuine 

interest in them, was something I thought would be very beneficial to them.”  

Miss Johnson thought interacting with the mentors was important because they were 

positive role models from which the students could learn from their experiences. She mentioned, 

“Many of my students don’t know anyone who has gone to college.” She added, “I think that one 

of the greatest needs in schools is to have more adults and more positive role models working 

with kids.” Miss Johnson particularly thought athletes serve as appropriate role models for her 

students. She said, “We idolize athletes and put them on a higher pedestal. I think that's great, but 

there also needs to be something like that for good. They need to be using their platform to do 

something that is genuinely good.” 

Motivation for Writing 

Miss Johnson also wanted to use the mentorship to motivate students to write for an 

outside audience. She mentioned, “That’s why I wanted to focus on writing back and forth 

instead of Zoom meetings. I wanted the students to get more experience writing.” Miss Johnson 
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discussed during her interview that a big challenge during virtual learning was to get students to 

engage in academic tasks, especially writing. She said, “The biggest difficulty during virtual 

learning was engaging kids into putting effort into their writing assignments, like getting them to 

genuinely care about the assignments.”  

This challenge was not unique to virtual learning. She continued, “Every year writing is 

the biggest challenge. There is such a big difference between what the students can do and what 

the grade level expectations are.” She attributed students’ lack of effort in their writing 

assignments to a lack of confidence as writers. She mentioned, “When I’m saying you’re writing 

an informational essay, they shut down because they think it’s something they can’t do."  

Miss Johnson’s Typical Writing Instruction. Miss Johnson’s typical classroom writing 

instruction was guided by a district-mandated writing curriculum approved by the district school 

board. Miss Johnson’s writing curriculum was divided into three genres: narrative, informational, 

and persuasive. Each genre was broken down into components on rubrics that Miss Johnson gave 

to students in the form of checklists. Figure 4.1 shows an example of the rubric for the 

informational genre Miss Johnson used for her classroom writing.  
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Figure 4.1 

Rubric Used by Miss Johnson During Writing Instruction for the Informational Genre 

 

Miss Johnson described her typical classroom writing instruction. She said, “Normally I 

just pick something from the rubric and make that the target for the day. Then I [demonstrate] 

writing it or point it out in an essay already written.” During independent work time, students 

then use her instruction to develop their own ideas and try to replicate her model text. Miss 

Johnson added, “When the students are done, I give them feedback using the rubric and if there 

is still time, they write another essay hopefully using my feedback.” 
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Comparing Miss Johnson’s Classroom  
and Mentorship Writing Instruction 
 

Analysis of Miss Johnson’s interview, instructions, and feedback found she differed her 

instruction for the mentorship from that of her typical classroom writing instruction in three 

ways. She framed the mentors as the audience for the writing. She allowed for student choice 

regarding the messages’ structure and content, and she provided feedback supporting 

interactions. The following section will explore these differences in more depth. 

Miss Johnson Framed the Mentors 
as the Audience 
 

In the district rubrics for genre writing, like the one found in Figure 4.1, the audience for 

the students’ writing was presented as an ambiguous “reader/readers” of the finished writing 

product. Figure 4.2 shows an example from the rubric discussing the audience for the writing. 

Figure 4.2 

Example of Genre Rubric Discussing the Audience for Writing 

 

Miss Johnson stated that the audience played a minor role in the students’ classroom 

writing instruction, and in reality, she was the only audience for her students’ writing pieces. She 

mentioned in her interview that students typically “write in a notebook for me to grade.” 

When her students wrote to the mentors, Miss Johnson made efforts to remove herself as 

the audience for the letters. She said, “I didn’t always make it known that I was reading them 

word for word,” and “I tried not reading them in front of them.” This was done to show respect 

for the students’ privacy in their correspondence as well as to strengthen the mentor’s role as the 

audience for the letters. She said, “I think they were able to speak freely and were able to 

develop a relationship as if it were just them and their mentor going back and forth.”  
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Miss Johnson Allowed Choice with Structure 
and Content 
 

Miss Johnson described her efforts “creating a more casual setting for writing where 

students could just focus on writing to their mentors.” Part of this effort was to not provide an 

example for students to replicate as she did during her typical genre writing instruction. She said, 

“With the mentors, especially toward the end of the year, they had the ability to design their own 

Google Slide, which is what they wrote on. It was pretty much free game.”  

Writing Checklists for the Mentorship. Like the writing rubrics (Figure 4.1) for genre 

writing, Miss Johnson provided students with a writing checklist for the mentorship. Figure 4.3 

shows the checklists provided by Miss Johnson for her students during their correspondence with 

their mentors. The checklist on the left was used for all the students’ first five letters. The 

checklist on the right shows the modified checklist for the students’ final letter. This checklist, 

for the last exchange, replaced the criteria of asking three questions and offering something new 

to the discussion with thanking the mentors and naming two positives. This was done because it 

was the final exchange for the mentorship, and the students would not be receiving a response 

back from their mentors.  
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Figure 4.3 

Checklists Posted to Google Classroom with Writing Expectations 

 

Compared to the district rubric, which has a section dedicated to writing structure and 

organization, Miss Johnson did not provide any suggestions regarding the structure of the letters 

to the mentors. Instead, her checklists for the mentorship focused on interacting with their 

mentors. All the checklists’ components guided the students to consider their mentors in their 

writing. In the checklist for the letters in which the students were expecting a response, the first 

and second items simply involve answering and asking questions. The third item asked students 

to offer something new to the discussion, and the final item asked them to close out their letter. 

In addition to the checklists, Miss Johnson reinforced her expectations with her feedback 

provided to students.  

Miss Johnson’s Feedback Supported Interactions 

Another change Miss Johnson made during the mentorship was how she used her 

feedback to scaffold her students’ writing. During her typical classroom writing instruction, Miss 

Johnson felt compelled to make corrections regarding writing mechanics according to curriculum 

rubrics and grade-level standards. She said, “I know it’s my role to be the one to teach them 
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specific standards, or general mechanics.” She goes on to describe her use of feedback regarding 

writing mechanics for genre writing compared to the mentorship.  

I often err on the side of being more positive than critical, but I need to be the one to tell 

them to add periods or capitalize their letters. For their letters, there’s absolutely none of 

that type of feedback. It’s all positive, even if their letter was written horribly. 

For the students’ writing to their mentors, Miss Johnson purposefully disregarded critical 

feedback in favor of focusing on supporting her student’s interactions with their mentors. The 

types of feedback she gave to her students will be discussed next.  

 Types of Feedback During Mentorship. While Miss Johnson made efforts to frame the 

mentors as the audience for the writing, she did leave comments on some of the messages to 

support her students. Table 4.1 shows the frequency of the type of feedback left by Miss Johnson 

on her students' messages.  

Table 4.1 

Frequency of Miss Johnson’s Written Feedback to her Students 

Type of Feedback Occurrences Percentage of Written Comments 

Specific topic suggestions 23 48.9% 

Reminding of Expectations 13 27.7% 

Highlighting questions not answered 8 17.1% 

Seeking Clarification 3 6.3% 
 

Besides for the comments seeking clarification, the three main categories were 

reiterations of Miss Johnson’s writing checklist she provided the students. Nearly half of the 

comments made by Miss Johnson suggested topics to write about. This feedback helped to 

support students for the third item on the checklist for the mentorship; add something new to the 

discussion. Closer examination found patterns in her topic suggestions. In her students’ 
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December exchanges, four of her eight topic suggestions recommended talking about holiday 

plans. Similarities in topic suggestions can also be found in the January exchange where she 

recommended that multiple students ask about basketball, and in the April exchange she 

recommended talking about what the students did over spring break. Other topic suggestions 

were made based on what she knew about her students. For example, she wrote on Stephanie’s 

first message, “Maybe after you share something, you can ask her about that. Like I am from 

Punjabi. What do you like about being from another country too?”  

The second most frequent type of feedback was pointing out the writing expectations the 

students missed from her instructions. For example, she commented on Becky’s first message, 

“Try and share 3 facts about you and ask her two more questions.” This comment would be 

pointing out that Becky did not satisfy the expectations of the second and third items from her 

writing checklist. The third most frequent type of feedback was like the previous type in that it 

pointed out the questions that the students did not answer from their mentor, which was the first 

item on her writing checklist. It differed in that in addition to the comment Miss Johnson 

highlighted questions the mentors asked that students didn’t respond to from the previous 

message. For the eight occurrences of this type of feedback she would let the student know they 

missed questions and would go back to the mentors’ previous message and using the highlighter 

tool on Google Slides highlight the questions that were not answered by the students.  

Summary of Miss Johnson’s Facilitation  
of the Mentorship 
 

Miss Johnson made efforts to frame the mentors as the audience for the students' 

messages. She allowed for student choice with regards to the structure and content of their 

messages. She did this by not providing her students with an exemplar and by giving instructions 

that focused on interactions with the mentors. She used her feedback to provide conversational 
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support for her students by suggesting topics, requiring questions, and highlighting questions not 

answered. There were zero occurrences of Miss Johnson commenting on the structure or 

mechanics of the students’ writing. Table 4.2 shows the summary of Miss Johnson’s aims and 

her changes from her typical writing instruction.  

Table 4.2 

Changes Miss Johnson Made Facilitating Writing for the Mentorship 

Miss Johnson’s Aim of 
Correspondence 

Changes From Typical Writing Instruction 

 
Promote interactions for 
socioemotional support 
and motivation to write 

during Covid-19 pandemic 

Provide students 
freedom regarding 

structure and 
content 

Feedback focused 
on communication 

and not writing 
mechanics 

Frame 
mentors as the 
audience for 
the writing.  

 

 
The following sections will discuss two findings related to how these instructional 

decisions influenced her students' writing.  

Finding 1: Miss Johnson Motivated her Students  
to Write by Framing the Mentors as the  
Audience and Allowing Freedom in  
the Content of the Messages 
 
 As discussed, Miss Johnson made efforts to frame the mentors as the audience for the 

messages and gave freedom regarding the content of the messages. These decisions helped to 

increase the motivation for her students to write for the mentorship. Miss Johnson noted that 

more students participated when writing to their mentors compared to other classroom 

assignments. She said, “most kids turned in work when it had to do with their mentor mail, more 

than they did with any other writing assignment.” Analysis found the fifth-grade students were 

motivated to get to know someone new during the isolation caused by Covid-19 quarantines. The 

students were also motivated to create messages their mentors could comprehend. In addition to 

that, the students were motivated to communicate with their mentors about topics of their 
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choosing. The following section will examine these three sources of motivation for the students 

to correspond with their mentors.  

Motivation to Interact During Quarantines 

Topic analysis of the correspondence showed the prevalence of being in quarantines 

during their discussions. In her first message to her mentor Ashley, Rachel wrote, 

Speaking about boring online school is soooo boring i like ms. johnson as a teacher but I 

hate looking at a screen all day, What do you think about online school? Although you 

have one in person class I have zero! Your lucky you even get to see people I don’t even 

get to see my friends in my neighborhood but we try to make it the best we can. 

Rachel’s feelings during the Covid-19 quarantines were not unique. Not a single student spoke 

positively of their experience of virtual schooling from home. Like Rachel, many commented on 

the isolation they felt not being able to see their classmates. Shelly wrote to her mentor, “I don’t 

get to meet new people I’m always around the same people.” Charlie wrote to his mentor Ally, “I 

miss interacting with my friends too covid-19 is the worst.”  

All student participants commented during their interviews about their excitement to talk 

to someone new during the mentorship. When asked about their favorite part of having a mentor 

Angel replied, “We actually got to talk to somebody at home. When we first started it we were 

all at home cooped up on the computers.” Cesar followed-up Angel’s reply saying, “We were all 

at home cooped up in our houses on the computers, and it was nice to actually get to talk to 

somebody new.” In her group interview, Becky responded, “You have someone to talk to during 

this pandemic.” The idea of talking to someone during the quarantine was a consistent theme 

amongst the students during their interviews.  
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The students also talked about the excitement of talking to someone new during their 

reflections. Eight of the twelve students who completed their April 12th reflection mentioned 

that the biggest positive of the mentorship was getting to talk to someone new. Brian wrote, “It’s 

nice to talk about things with someone that’s not a family member.” Shelly wrote, “It has been 

fun! You get to know someone and make a new friend.”  

Mentors’ Role to Stay Positive. The mentors felt it was their role to be positive during 

the Covid-19 quarantines. Amy said, “I mean you don’t want to say something that might upset 

them or make them sad. You try and stay in the happy and light areas.” Michelle added, “Me and 

my pen pal talked about what we were looking forward to do, because it was such a stressful 

year. I tried to emphasize the positive like looking forward to stuff.” In her interview Trinity also 

described staying positive during Covid. She said, “I was hesitant to ask about friends and stuff 

because I didn’t know if they’re able to build those relationships this year and I didn’t want to 

make them feel bad about it.” During her interview Ashley also said that the quarantines were a 

big topic and how she “always tried to stay positive and help talk them through things.” 

 Importance of Mentors When Students Returned to School. The context for the 

correspondence shifted when many of the students returned to the classroom for in-person 

instruction in March of the school year. For a few students, returning to school caused a shift in 

their view of the importance of the correspondence. When I asked when you got back to school 

was it less important because you had more people to talk to? Cesar responded, “It wasn’t that 

important when you came to school because there’s more people to talk to besides family.” 

Isaiah replied, “I like talking to my friends more when we came back to school.”  

 Most students maintained their excitement for corresponding when they returned for in-

person instruction. Brian said, “It’s really fun talking to someone new instead of talking to the 
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people you see every day.” When asked if she liked writing more to her mentor or to Miss 

Johnson, Julie replied, “I like writing to my mentor because I see Miss Johnson every day.” 

When Angel was asked about what is different about writing to Miss Johnson she replied, “Why 

would we write to her? We can always just talk to her.” Angel’s quote points to the importance 

of an authentic audience from outside the classroom when writing for communicative purposes.  

Motivation From Communicative Accountability 

Students were motivated by their need to make sure the mentors could understand their 

messages. Although Miss Johnson did not make corrections or provide feedback on her students’ 

writing mechanics, four students commented on their desire to have well-written letters for their 

mentors. When the students were asked to reflect about what was different about writing to their 

mentors versus Miss Johnson Brian wrote,  

I was nervous when I wrote to the mentor because I didn’t know if they were going to 

understand what I said. I know that [Miss Johnson] is going to just tell me if I am right or 

wrong because [she] has to. 

Similarly, Angel wrote in her reflection, “i am also nervous that they might not know what i 

wrote.” When asked to reflect about what they thought about when they wrote to their mentors 

Shelly responded, “All I care about is what it says and what I’m trying to say instead of how it 

looks.” Cesar responded to the same question with, “I at least wanted it so that she was able to 

read it.” 

Brian’s comment regarding Miss Johnson simply telling him if he is right or wrong, 

points to a lack of caring if his genre writing had proper mechanics because he will simply get 

them corrected. The other comments by Angel, Shelly, and Cesar point to concerns they had 

depending on writing to communicate their messages.   
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Communicative Writing with Miss Johnson. In the past Miss Johnson incorporated 

dialogue journals where students could maintain written correspondence directly with her. When 

asked to compare the use of dialogue journals Miss Johnson made this comparison. 

I think the dialogue journals that I’ve done with my students often talk about things and 

issues that have happened in the classroom. Where this was somebody from the outside 

who’s also bringing up whole new ideas or is this whole new person. The students are 

responding to them and I’m able to learn about my students in ways I don’t think I could 

if they were just talking back and forth to me.  

Even though students had the same freedom to write about any topic they wanted to in the 

dialogue journals to Miss Johnson, they still didn’t serve to motivate the students to write in the 

same way. Communicative writing to Miss Johnson did not provide the same motivation as with 

the mentors. 

Motivation From Student Topic Choice 

Miss Johnson allowed her students freedom in the content of the messages. During 

student interviews and reflections, a consistent theme repeated was the students' excitement to 

write about topics that interested them. During their final reflections, students were asked to 

compare writing to their mentors to writing to Miss Johnson. Laura wrote, “Me and my mentor 

told jokes. My teacher did not. Most of the time I wrote my teacher about work.” During his 

interview, Brian said, “When I write to Miss Johnson, it feels like it’s just normal, but writing to 

[my mentor] felt different cause we talked about more fun things.” 

During their interviews, all nine mentors mentioned that they let the students determine 

the topics they discussed during their correspondence. Carrie said in her interview, “We talked 

about everything they liked, like their favorite food and sports and stuff.” Regina talked about 
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discussing the students’ interests. She said, “I became a Roblox fan because that’s what my fifth-

grader liked to talk about.” Connie said, “Mine were really into sports like football, basketball, 

and shoes. We had a lot of things in common.” Ashley said, “We just talked about everything. 

I’d ask them random questions and they just answered, favorite food, favorite holiday, and like 

about their pets and school.” When asked about what considerations they made when writing 

their messages, Amy said, “Always end with a question so we can keep the conversation going.” 

Both Connie and Regina agreed with this statement by Amy. 

Analysis found that students initiated 65% of the topics found in the interactions. Table 

4.3 shows the percentage of topics initiated by each group of participants.  

Table 4.3 

Breakdown of Topic Initiation 

Participants Number of Topics Initiated Percentage Overall 

Student 184 65% 

Mentor 99 35% 
 

Examination of the frequency of the topic codes revealed that the top three topics that 

were discussed by the participants were their favorite things, hobbies, and fun facts about them. 

Table 4.4 shows the frequency of each topic discussed in all the partnerships.  
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Table 4.4 

Frequency of Topics Discussed 

Topic Occurrences Percentage of Topics 

Favorites 71 22% 

Hobbies 45 14% 

Fun Facts 42 13% 

Life Updates 36 11% 

Women’s Basketball 34 10% 

School/College 33 10% 

Family/Pets 32 10% 

Holidays 23 7% 

Goals 9 3% 
 
 Favorites, hobbies, and fun facts made up nearly 50% of all topics discussed. The topics 

discussed were influenced by the situation the participants were in with Covid-19. As previously 

discussed, Covid-19 influenced the topic selection as the mentors wanted to keep the 

correspondence positive during tough times.  

Confidence Discussing Known Topics. When Miss Johnson was asked about the 

differences she noticed when students wrote for communicative purposes compared to other 

forms of academic writing in the classroom she replied. 

 They had the confidence in being able to do this. When their mentor wrote them a letter 

asking questions, they were able to write back off the top of their head. Where if I am 

saying write an informational essay, they think there’s a right or wrong answer to it or 

something. 
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While students were allowed to pick their own topics while genre writing, it did not 

motivate students as much as it did during the mentorship. During her interview Miss Johnson 

discussed how she allowed students to pick their own topics for their genre writing. She said, “I 

like to let them choose what they want to write about as much as possible.” She mentioned 

Brian’s persuasive essay about why dogs are better than cats and Isaiah's essay persuading his 

audience that he saw a unicorn. Miss Johnson’s struggles to get students to engage with 

classroom writing shows they were more excited to write about their choice of topics in a 

communicative context.  

Miss Johnson discussed how the students' success with the writing for the mentorship 

was able to increase their confidence when completing classroom writing assignments. Miss 

Johnson said she used the students’ success communicating with their mentors to “fall back on” 

when students were struggling with classroom writing and “to remind them that they are writers 

that can write.” She mentioned saying to her students, “if you were writing to your mentor right 

now, you’d be typing up a storm.” 

Summary of Finding 1 

 Writing to an authentic audience from outside of the classroom motivated the students to 

write for several reasons. They were motivated to get to know someone new both while 

quarantining at home and when they returned to school. They were also motivated to write for a 

communicative purpose so their mentors could understand them. Finally, the students were 

motivated to write for the mentorship because it was a type of writing they could confidently 

complete while discussing topics that were interesting to them. These same motivations did not 

exist during classroom writing assignments and led to Miss Johnson’s students having a higher 

level of participation when writing to their mentors.  
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Finding 2: Miss Johnson’s Conversational  
Supports Helped Students Develop  
Reactive Correspondence 
 
 Miss Johnson focused her instruction on communicative expectations and used her 

feedback to provide conversational support by suggesting topics and highlighting questions the 

students did not respond to. Analysis of the correspondence found that Miss Johnson’s feedback 

helped the participants develop reactive correspondence according to Rafaeli’s Levels of 

Interactivity (1988).  

 Tracking the topics revealed that students often failed to answer their mentors’ questions 

from the previous message, and they rarely asked follow-up questions to continue the discussion 

of a topic. The following section will explore the students’ use of questions during the 

correspondence and the impact that Miss Johnson’s conversational support provided.  

Students’ Use of Questions During the Correspondence  

Questions were used during the correspondence to initiate or continue discussion of 

topics. The students asked more questions to initiate topics than their mentors. In total, the 

students asked 129 questions to initiate topics, while the mentors asked 66. Students frequently 

answered their own questions that they asked. Table 4.5 shows the frequency of how each topic 

was initiated.  

Table 4.5 

How the Participants Initiated Topics 

 
Student 
Offered 

Information 

Student 
Question 
to Mentor 

Student 
Offered 

and 
Question 

Mentor 
Offered 

Information 

Mentor 
Question 

To 
Student 

Mentor 
Offered 

and 
Question 

Frequency 55 58 71 33 39 27 

Percentage 19.4% 20.5% 25.1% 11.7% 13.7% 9.5% 
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As Table 4.5 shows, 45.6% of all topics were initiated by a student question. Over half of 

the times the students asked questions to initiate a topic, they answered them as well. These 

numbers are significantly higher than the mentors who initiated 23.2% of topics through 

questions. Topic tracking revealed that while the students frequently asked questions to initiate 

topics, they often failed to ask questions to continue the discussion of a topic.  

Students’ Lack of Follow-up Questions. Besides using questions to initiate topics, 

follow-up questions were essential for continual correspondence about a topic. Zero topics 

became interactive without questions being asked. Two questioning patterns led to interactive 

correspondence.  

Offered Information → Response with Follow-up Question → Response to Follow-Up 
Question 
 
Initial Question → Response with Follow-up Question → Response to Follow-up Question 
 

Tracking the topics through the messages found students asked significantly fewer follow-up 

questions about information offered by their mentors and asked fewer follow-up questions when 

the mentors initiated a topic by asking a question. Each of those instances will be examined 

next.  

Follow-up Questions to Offered Information. When the mentors initiated a topic by 

offering information, the students only asked four follow-up questions in response. In contrast, 

the mentors asked 22 follow-up questions to information offered by the students. Table 4.6 

shows these frequencies.  
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Table 4.6 

Frequency of Participants Asking Follow-up Questions About Offered Information 

Participant Follow-up Questions 

Students 4 

Mentors 22 
 
 All four of the students' questions to information offered by their mentors occurred in 

their first message in response to their mentor’s introduction videos. Megan asked her mentor 

Michelle, “what activities do you do in Sweden?” Terrance asked Amy, “what kind of dogs to 

you have?” and Jared and Maddux asked their mentor questions about basketball. Maddux asked, 

“who is your favorite player,” while Jared asked, “how long have you played basketball.” None 

of the fifth-grade students asked a question about information offered by their mentors during the 

written exchanges. 

Follow-up Questions to Initial Questions. The fifth-grade students also asked fewer 

follow-up questions after an initial question was asked by their mentors to initiate a topic. 

Overall, the mentors asked 51 follow-up questions to an initial question while the students only 

asked thirteen.  

The types of follow-up questions were broken down into two types: mirror or extending 

questions. Mirror questions asked the same question back to the original person who asked the 

question and extending questions probed for more information regarding the topic. Of the 

follow-up questions, students asked eight mirror questions and five extending questions. Mentors 

asked 17 mirror and 38 extending questions. Table 4.7 shows the number of occurrences of the 

participants follow-up questions when a question was asked to initiate a topic.  
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Table 4.7 

Occurrences of the Types of Follow-up Questions Asked Following an Initial Question 

Type of Follow-up Questions Students Mentors 

Mirror 8 17 

Extend 5 38 

Total 13 51 
 
 The fifth-grade students were more likely to mirror their mentor’s questions back to them 

than their mentors were. The mentors were more likely to continue the correspondence by asking 

an extending question. Topics discussed where the participants asked extending questions 

averaged a length of 4.3 exchanges. When the participants asked mirror follow-up questions the 

topics averaged 3.1 exchanges.  

Because questions were so integral for interacting with the mentors, Miss Johnson used 

her feedback to support her students in asking and answering questions. The next section will 

examine how Miss Johnson’s feedback influenced her students’ interactions with their mentors. 

Impact of Miss Johnson’s Feedback 

Miss Johnson gave feedback through both the comment feature on Google Slides and 

orally in class. Analysis of her written feedback found that Miss Johnson focused her comments 

on helping her students interact with their mentors. Table 4.1 shows the breakdown in the types 

of feedback left by Miss Johnson. To see how her suggestions affected the correspondence, I 

used the history feature on Google Slides. This feature allowed me to go to previous versions of 

the message to see what the students had written prior to Miss Johnson’s feedback. This, in 

combination with the topic tracking codes, allowed me to understand the impact of her written 

feedback to her students.  
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Miss Johnson Suggesting Topics. The most common type of feedback given by Miss 

Johnson was suggesting topics for her students to discuss. She provided specific topic 

suggestions such as “Talk about sharing a room with your sister,” and general suggestions like, 

“Talk about what you are doing for the holidays.” To show how Miss Johnson’s topic 

suggestions influenced her students’ correspondence, I will use an example from Megan and her 

mentor Michelle. Megan’s use of Miss Johnson’s feedback provides a representative example of 

what students did in response to Miss Johnson’s topic suggestions. Figure 4.4 shows Megan’s 

first draft of her message to her mentor, Michelle, along with the feedback from Miss Johnson. 

The full correspondence between Megan and Michelle can be found in Appendix J.  

Figure 4.4 

Megan’s First Draft of her Third Message Along with Miss Johnson’s Feedback 

 

 Figure 4.4 shows that after thanking Michelle for her letter, the remainder of Megan’s 

first draft answered the three questions from Michelle’s previous message. These questions were, 

“do you mind if I call you Shaq from now on?; do you have any games you like?; and is there 

anything you want to do when you grow up?” Miss Johnson’s comment on Figure 4.4 suggested 

topics for Megan to discuss with her mentor. Miss Johnson suggested Megan talk about holiday 

plans as well as virtual school. Figure 4.5 shows the second draft of Megan’s message after 

receiving Miss Johnson’s feedback.  
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Figure 4.5 

Megan’s Second Draft Following Miss Johnson’s Feedback 

 

 After receiving Miss Johnson’s feedback, Megan added to her message where she had 

stopped writing for the first draft. While Megan followed Miss Johnson’s suggestion to discuss 

and ask about holiday plans, she disregarded the suggestion to talk about virtual learning. Megan 

used Miss Johnson’s suggestion to talk about her holiday plans for both Christmas and New 

Year’s. This led Megan to also discuss that her birthday coincides with New Year’s. While 

explaining what she was doing during her holidays, Megan included three questions for her 

mentor to answer, “Are you getting a tree for Christmas?, What are you doing for New Year’s?, 

and When’s your birthday?” All three of these questions were answered by Megan’s mentor, 

Michelle, in her following message. Figure 4.6 shows Michelle’s follow up message to Megan.  
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Figure 4.6 

Michelle’s Message Back to Megan  

 

 Michelle’s message to Megan replies to the new information that Megan added after the 

feedback from Miss Johnson. She responded with her Christmas plans and birthday plans. 

Michelle also asks Megan questions that continue the correspondence about holidays along with 

questions to initiate new topics such as the types of music Megan listens to. Miss Johnson’s 

general topic suggestion regarding the holidays helped Megan and Michelle make a connection 

involving New Year’s Eve birthday parties.  

 Miss Johnson Requiring More Questions. Miss Johnson's second most common type 

of feedback was requiring students ask more questions to their mentors. In her writing checklist 

for the students, she instructed the students to ask three questions. When students failed to do so, 

she used her feedback to remind them of that expectation. To understand how this expectation 

impacted the correspondence we will look at Julie’s message to her mentor Regina. Figure 4.7 

Julie’s message along with Miss Johnson’s feedback. Julie and Regina’s full correspondence can 

be found in Appendix K.  
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Figure 4.7 

Julie’s First Draft Along with Miss Johnson’s Feedback 

 

 Like Megan’s previous example, Julie’s first draft of her message focused on answering 

Regina’s questions from the previous message. While Julie answered the questions, she did not 

ask Regina any questions involving the topics. Miss Johnson simply commented that she should 

ask her two questions. Figure 4.8 shows Julie’s second draft following Miss Johnson’s feedback.  

Figure 4.8 

Julie’s Second Draft Following Miss Johnson’s Feedback  

 

Figure 4.8 shows Julie met Miss Johnson’s writing expectation by adding two questions 

at the end of their message. Julie answered both questions she asked Regina. She wrote, “What’s 

your favorite song? My favorite song is Backyard Boy” and “What’s your favorite thing to do 
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when you are bored? My favorite thing to do when I’m bored is to go on Tiktok and watch my 

favorite Tiktoker.” Like Megan’s previous example, Julie added her questions to the end of her 

first message. The questions did not connect to the mentors’ previous message and began new 

topics to discuss. Figure 4.9 shows Regina’s response to Julie’s message.  

Figure 4.9 

Regina’s Message Back to Julie  

 

Figure 4.9 shows the first half of Regina’s letter replied to the new questions asked by 

Julie following Miss Johnson’s suggestion. Regina continued the correspondence regarding 

TikTok by asking two follow-up questions. She asks, “Do you know any dances?” and “Who’s 

your favorite TikToker?” The new topics introduced by Julie because of Miss Johnson requiring 

two more questions led to further correspondence regarding TikTok.  

Miss Johnson Highlighting Missed Questions. Miss Johnson also provided 

communicative support by highlighting questions that students did not respond to from their 
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mentor’s previous message. To show the typical impact of this type of feedback we will look at 

an example from Brian and his mentor, Carrie. Figure 4.10 shows Brian’s first draft to Carrie 

along with Miss Johnson’s feedback to Brian. Brian and Carrie’s full correspondence can be 

found in Appendix L.  

Figure 4.10 

Brian’s First Draft Along with Miss Johnson’s Feedback 

 

 In addition to the comment, Miss Johnson also went back to the mentor’s message and 

highlighted the questions that were missed. Figure 4.11 shows Carrie’s previous message with 

Miss Johnson’s highlighted questions that Brian did not answer. 

Figure 4.11 

Carrie’s Message to Brian with Highlighted Missed Questions 
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In Brian’s response to Carrie, he failed to respond to seven of the eleven questions asked 

to him. Brian selected what questions he responded to. For example, he answered the question 

“what are their names,” but not the second half of the question “what kind of dogs do you have?’ 

He also didn’t respond to most of the final string of questions but choose to answer the final two 

questions about video games and Christmas. Figure 4.12 shows Brian’s message after Miss 

Johnson highlighted the questions he missed.  

Figure 4.12 

Brian’s Second Draft After Miss Johnson Highlighted Missed Questions 

 

 Following Miss Johnson’s feedback Brian answered the remaining highlighted questions. 

Like Julie and Megan’s previous examples, Brian added to the bottom of his letter following 

Miss Johnson’s feedback. He did this even though his new responses are connected to the 

content of his first draft. For example, he added the part about his dog’s breed to the bottom of 

the message even though it connected to the discussion about his dog’s names. Figure 4.13 

shows Carrie’s response to Brian’s message. 
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Figure 4.13 

Carrie’s Message Back to Brian  

 

 Carrie responded to Brian’s questions and asked follow-up questions to the answers Brian 

provided at the bottom of his message. Carrie’s follow-up questions eventually led to an 

interactive correspondence about Brian’s response about wanting to be a chef. These interactive 

topics will be further explored in the section on Research Question 2.  

Summary of Finding 2 

 Miss Johnson’s feedback helped students be more aware of their mentors by setting 

expectations for interacting, pointing out questions the students failed to address, and suggesting 

topics. Similar impacts on students’ messages were found following Miss Johnsons’ feedback. 

Students typically incorporated Miss Johnson’s feedback by continuing their message from 

where they had stopped. If they were asked to add questions, the questions were added to the end 
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of the message and did not follow-up with topics from the previous message but rather 

introduced new topics to discuss. 

 Miss Johnson’s support helped largely to promote reactive messages that required her 

students to respond to the previous message and provide questions that could be responded to in 

the following message. In doing so, she helped to facilitate reactive communication according to 

Rafaeli’s Model of Interactive Communication (1988). While some of the topics that were 

introduced because of Miss Johnson’s feedback did become fully interactive, analysis found the 

level of interactivity of a topic was influenced by the participants and not Miss Johnson. The 

following section on Research Question 2 will explore how topics became fully interactive.  

Research Question 2 

In the following section I will present the findings from my analysis of data regarding my 

second research question.  

Q2 What contributed to high levels of interactive communication during written 
correspondence between the fifth-grade students and their college mentors? 
 

As discussed in the previous section, Miss Johnson’s feedback supported students with writing 

reactive messages to their mentors according to Rafaeli’s Model of Interactive Communication 

(1988). Her instructions and feedback mainly resulted in her students responding to the last 

message and asking questions to bring up new topics. Rafaeli’s model differentiates reactive 

communication from interactive communication by the connectedness of the message to the 

previous messages in the communication. “Interactivity is the extent to which messages in a 

sequence relate to each other, and especially the extent to which later messages recount the 

relatedness of earlier messages” (Rafaeli, 1988). Interactive communication has been shown to 

lead to positive outcomes for the participants such as higher motivation, feelings of acceptance, 

and satisfaction (Rafaeli, 1988).  
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To analyze the interactivity of the correspondence, I applied Rafaeli’s Model of 

Interactive Communication (1988) to the messages between the students and their mentors using 

descriptive codes to track the topics. This allowed me to isolate and analyze the topics the 

participants discussed for the greatest number of messages. Analysis of these topics, according to 

the methods outlined in Chapter 3, revealed the following findings regarding the influences on 

the interactivity of the messages.  

Finding 1 The participants’ affinity for a topic led to higher levels of interactive 
correspondence.  
 

Finding 2 When a shared affinity was not present, interactive correspondence 
depended on the mentors’ interest in a topic.  
 

The following section will provide the results of the analysis that led to these findings along with 

examples of the participants’ correspondence. 

Each Partnerships’ Topic Found in the 
Most Exchanges 
 

Tracking the descriptive codes allowed me to determine the topics that were discussed for 

the greatest number of exchanges. Each of partnerships’ most interactive topic, according to the 

number of messages it was discussed, can be found in Table 4.8. 
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Table 4.8 

Each Partnerships’ Topic Discussed in the Most Messages 

Partners 
(Mentor and Student) 

Topic Discussed Number of 
Messages the Topic 

was Discussed 

Connie and Maddux Basketball 10 

Connie and Jared Basketball 9 

Carrie and Brian Pets 8 

Amy and Terrance Drawing 8 

Ally and Charlie Drawing 8 

Regina and Addison Roblox 6 

Ashley and Shelly School 6 

Ashley and Rachel School 6 

Claire and Cesar Holidays 6 

Trinity and Angel Pets 5 

Michelle and Megan Things for Fun 5 

Carrie and Laura Moving 5 

Regina and Julie Holidays 5 

Michelle and Stephanie Favorite Food 4 

Claire and Isaiah Holidays 4 

Amy and Becky Favorite Animal 4 
 
 The topics discussed for the greatest number of messages for each partnership varied 

from the three partnerships with four exchanges to Maddux and Jared’s correspondence where 

they discussed basketball in all their exchanges with Connie. It was clear after reviewing the 

transcripts and considering what led certain partnerships to discuss their topics longer than 

others, that the participants’ interest in the topic influenced the extent to which the topic was 
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discussed. Using the term affinity, I coded the transcripts and interviews to determine the 

participants' relationship to the topic.  

Participants’ Relationship to the Topics 

 Coding by the participants’ affinity for the topic, revealed three relationships the 

participants had to a topic; both participants had a shared affinity for the topic, only one 

participant had an affinity for the topic, or neither participant had an affinity for the topic. The 

frequency of the participants’ relationship to the topic discussed for the greatest number of 

messages is shown in Figure 4.14. 

Figure 4.14 

Participants’ Relationship to the Topic Discussed for the Greatest Length 

 

Figure 4.14 shows only two of the partnerships discussed a topic for which they had a 

shared affinity. Five of the partnerships’ most interactive topics involved an affinity by the 

student, and nine involved a topic for which neither participant had an affinity. These 
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correspondences involved a shared general experience such as schooling or holidays. On average 

the correspondence over topics with a shared affinity were discussed over a longer period than 

the partnerships where one participant had an affinity to the topic or there was no affinity by 

either participant. Figure 4.15 shows the average number of messages for each type of participant 

relationship to the topic.  

Figure 4.15 

Average Messages the Most Interactive Topic was Discussed Based on the Affinity for the Topic 

 

Figure 4.15 shows the two partnerships with a shared affinity discussed their most 

interactive topic an average of 9.5 messages. Topics with a student-only affinity were discussed 

an average of seven messages and topics without an affinity were discussed five messages. 

Analysis of the messages in each category found the participants’ affinity towards the topic 

affected the interactivity of the correspondence. The following section will examine this finding 
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by providing Maddux and Jared’s exchanges about basketball with their mentor Connie to show 

how their affinity influenced their correspondence.  

Finding 1: The Participants’ Affinity for a Topic  
Led to Higher Levels of Interactive  
Correspondence 
 

Analysis of the two correspondences with a shared affinity found that, in addition to 

discussing the topic for a greater number of messages, there were other characteristics of the 

correspondence that led to interactivity. The following section will examine the two 

correspondences with a shared affinity to the topic to understand how that affinity led to 

interactive correspondence. First, I will show each correspondence and then will discuss patterns 

found in both.  

Correspondence Over a Shared Affinity 

Two of the partnerships corresponded about a topic for which they had a shared affinity. 

Connie and her two mentees, Maddux and Jared shared a love for basketball. Connie was in her 

first year with the basketball program and was a criminal justice major. Miss Johnson 

specifically commented on her pairing of Connie with Jared and Maddux for the partnership. In 

her interview she said, 

Both Jared and Maddux struggled with consistency with remote learning. Their 

environments often kept them from fully engaging online. I knew they would connect 

over basketball with Connie and hoped it would help motivate them. While it didn’t help 

improve their attendance, [mentor mail] was clearly the assignment they cared about the 

most. Sometimes Jared would login just to ask if they had heard from their mentors and 

then log off.  

Both Maddux and Jared’s correspondence with Connie about basketball are discussed next. 
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Maddux and Connie’s Correspondence About Basketball. Maddux remained virtual 

for the entire year and Miss Johnson said his assignment completion and attendance fluctuated. 

Miss Johnson described him as an independent and confident technology user, but also a 

struggling writer who was reluctant to revisit assignments after completing a first draft.  

Maddux’s affinity for basketball was determined through his correspondence and his 

reflections. In his eighth message Maddux wrote, “if I went to the NBA i would join the Lakers 

or the blazers.” Also, in his reflection, when asked what he was excited to share with his mentor 

Maddux replied, “my dream.” Table 4.9 shows the full transcript of the correspondence Maddux 

and Connie had regarding basketball. Their full correspondence can be found in Appendix M.  

Table 4.9 

Full Transcript of Maddux and Connie’s Correspondence About Basketball 

Message - Participant Text Involving Basketball 

Message 1 - Connie I’m originally from California. Go Lakers, Dodgers - champions this year. The 
position that I play is like a 1 2. Like a point guard/shooting guard. 

Message 2 - Maddux my hobbies are playing basketball and football i'm a fan of the lakers to lebron 
james is my favorite player who is yours? Also me and you play the same 
position  in basketball im a point guard too. one more thing when your on the 
court do you feel like u have a lot of pressure on u i do sometime. 

Message 3 - Connie I’m happy that your favorite team is the Lakers because they are best! My 
favorite basketball player is Kobe Bryant! My favorite sports when I was a kid 
is actually still the same basketball and football. That is so cool that you’re a 
point guard and Who is your favorite point guard in the NBA? 
Getting into college is not hard if you get study and get good grades! If you 
want to play sports in college you need to work hard and dedicate your time to 
whatever sport you play! Hard work pays off!! Sports isn’t just physical it's 
mental! You have to stay strong whenever things to do not go your way! Don’t 
give up you got it! I sometimes feel like there is pressure on me if people 
expect a lot for me sometimes but I take that as a compliment! 

Message 4 - Maddux And my favorite point guard is curry. and do u like curry.  

Message 5 - Connie Also, Curry is good. I do like Curry he is good but I really like Damian Lillard 
and Kyrie! Do you like them?  
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Table 4.9, Continued 

Message - Participant Text Involving Basketball 

Message 6 - Maddux Yes  i do like Damian Lillard and Kyrie. And i like kyrie because he is fast 
and i like lillard because he can dunk and he can make three and do u like 
jordan and do u like lebron james son and how many points have u made this 
season if u went to the nba what team would u want to join when i go to the 
nba i am going to join the golden state warrior or the lakers. 

Message 7 - Connie Yes I love Jordan do you think he is the greatest player of all time? I think 
Kobe Bryant is the greatest of all time. Lebrons son Bronny is ok I don’t think 
he is bad he is just young. How do you feel about Bronny? This season I 
averaged 9.7 points a game will do better next year! If i went to the NBA I 
would be on the Lakers because I love the Lakers and I love California. How 
you heard about the WNBA?   

Message 8 - Maddux hey i don’t reality know who i think is the best player and i think bronny is 
good do u like the blazers and if i went to the nba i would join the lakers or the 
blazers and when i was in fourth grade somebody it was a coach and he liked 
how i played so i played for that team i think kobe is the best three point 
shooter who do u think is the best three pointer i do like this dunk thought ok 
bye did u like this dunk. And one more thing how to make more of my 
threes.   

Message 9 - Connie I am a Lakers fan but I like Damian Lillard on the Blazers. If you went to the 
NBA I think the Lakers would be a great team for you that is my favorite 
team. I love Kobe Bryant he is my favorite player of all time! Kobe is a good 
shooter and Lebron's dunk is cool not a big fan of him. I made 25 3s this 
season. 

Message 10 - Maddux O yes and have u played 2k i have and i made him play shooting garod and he 
is sooooo good at threes and he can dunk and yes kobe is super good but who 
do u think would win jordan or kobe.  And thanks for talking with me. And i 
liked what we talked about and thanks for helping me with my jump shot. 

 
Maddux and Connie discussed basketball related topics in all of their exchanges. Using 

the word count of each message, I calculated the percentage of the overall message that involved 

basketball. These results can be found in Figure 4.16. 
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Figure 4.16 

Maddux and Connie’s Percentage of Overall Correspondence Involving Basketball 

 

 Figure 4.16 shows there was an overall rise in the amount of discussion about basketball 

throughout the exchanges. In the final four exchanges, basketball related topics were discussed 

over 80% of the time, with Maddux’s eighth and tenth message being almost completely about 

basketball.  

 Throughout their correspondence about basketball, Maddux and Connie discussed several 

topics regarding basketball simultaneously. The different topic strands of the correspondence 

discussing basketball can be found in Figure 4.17. 
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Figure 4.17 

Maddux and Connie’s Topic Strands Involving Basketball with Conversation Codes 
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Overall, Maddux and Connie discussed eight topics regarding basketball. Connie initiated 

two of the topics in her introduction video and the rest were initiated by Maddux. The 

correspondence regarding what position the participants played and their favorite NBA players to 

play that position was discussed for the greatest number of slides. Throughout the 

correspondence Connie asked four questions with three mirroring questions back that Maddux 

asked to her and one question extending the discussion. Maddux asked a total of nine questions 

throughout the correspondence. He asked two mirror questions and seven extending questions. 

The topic strands show that Maddux initiates the topics responded to by Connie. In 

Maddux’s second message he discusses four basketball related topics and Connie replies with 

five topics in her third message. In the following message, when Maddux only discussed a single 

basketball topic in his fourth message, Connie only responds to one topic in her fifth message. 

When Maddux increases the basketball related topics in his sixth and eighth messages, Connie 

also increases her discussion. Maddux appears to control the discussion of basketball related 

topics.  

Overall, Maddux and Connie had a highly interactive correspondence about basketball. 

The topic diagram of Maddux and Connie’s serves as a visual representation of the connections 

formed while discussing basketball. As discussed, Rafaeli argues that the more messages connect 

to each other and build the more positive outcomes are experienced by the participants such as 

motivation, acceptance, and satisfaction. Connie also connected with her other mentee, Jared, 

about basketball. Their exchange will be examined in the next section. 

 Jared and Connie’s Correspondence About Basketball. Like Maddux, Jared also 

remained home attending school virtually for the entire school year. Miss Johnson said he had 

many technological and environmental factors that limited his class participation causing him to 
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be absent for much of the school year. Miss Johnson described him as a struggling reader and 

writer but also as having a strong desire to engage and complete assignments correctly.  

Jared's affinity for basketball was determined by his comment in is fourth message. Jared 

wrote that it was “[his] dream to be a NBA player i want to play for goldan state.” Table 4.10 

shows the full transcript of the correspondence Jared and Connie had regarding basketball. Their 

full correspondence can be found in Appendix N.  
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Table 4.10 

Full Transcript of Jared and Connie’s Correspondence About Basketball 

Message - Participant Text Involving Basketball 

Message 1 - Connie I’m originally from California. Go Lakers, Dodgers - champions this year. The 
position that I play is like a 1 2. Like a point guard/shooting guard  

Message 2 - Jared  i play basketball  to just like you. how long have you played basketball i played 
since i was like 5 now im 10  

Message 3 - Connie that is so cool that you play basketball! I have been playing basketball since I was 
5 too! Who is your favorite basketball player?  

Message 4 - Jared my dream is to be a nba player i want to play for goldan states. my favorite 
basketball player is curry liceskin land im liceskin. I know you new to the team 
how is it going?  

Message 5 - Connie I see you’re dream is to be in the NBA that is amazing I hope you work hard and 
push yourself! You will go through ups and downs but the game is mental and you 
can do it! I believe in you!  Don’t let anything get in your way!! I see you want to 
play for Golden State what number do you want? I am a big Lakers fan but Curry 
is good too. Curry is light skin like you make me laugh lol. I am new to the team 
and it’s cool we are 0-2 but we will get better!! It’s only the beginning! 

Message 6 - Jared how is basketball going. how are you doing im just in school trying to get in the 
nba working as hard as i can  

Message 7 - Connie Right now our team is doing post season workouts and it is pretty fun I am 
learning a lot! How do you think the Warriors are doing this NBA season? How 
do you think Curry is doing? I hope everything is going good for you keep 
working hard in school and basketball so can make your dreams come true!  

Message 8 - Jared im doing fine i think i got better at basketball have you? curry sill in the league 
lebron is mad lebron is going to be on space jam you should watch it can you give 
me some advice from you team and you and i think curry is doing good living the 
the rich life 

Message 9 - Connie Thats awesome that you got better at basketball I have too! This postseason I have 
working a lot of my game. Keep grinding and putting in the work the results will 
be great! Oh yes I saw that Lebron was on Space Jam and yes I will be 
watching.Jesse keep doing good in school and respect your teacher and coaches! If 
you keep working hard you can be rich like Curry!   

 
 Like Maddux and Connie, Jared and Connie discussed basketball in all of their 

exchanges. Examination of the word count found that the amount of their correspondence that 

involved basketball increased as the exchanges went on. The percentage of each message that 

discussed basketball can be found in Figure 4.18.  
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Figure 4.18 

Jared and Connie’s Percentage of Correspondence Regarding Basketball 

 

In their first three exchanges Jared and Connie discuss basketball for less than forty 

percent of their overall messages. This increases to over sixty-five percent in their final three 

exchanges. Jared and Connie discussed several basketball topics simultaneously. Figure 4.19 

shows their topic strands regarding basketball.  
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Figure 4.19 

Jared and Connie’s Topic Strands Involving Basketball with Conversation Codes 
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Overall, Jared and Connie discussed seven topics regarding basketball. Connie initiated 

three of the topics and Jared four. The topic they discussed the most was about their favorite 

players and was found in four of their messages. Jared and Connie discussed three or more topics 

involving basketball in six of the nine exchanges. All four of Connie’s questions extended the 

discussion. She didn’t ask any mirror questions. Jared asked a total of six extending questions 

throughout the correspondence and no mirror questions.  

Again, the topic diagram shows highly interactive correspondence between Jared and 

Connie. Compared to Maddux and Connie, Jared and Connie’s topic strands are much more 

consistent between two and four topics in each message. The consistent correspondence of the 

topic represents a consistent connection formed by the participants over their shared affinity for 

basketball. As discussed, these connections in communication have been shown to lead to the 

same positive outcomes desired from the mentorship. The next section will discuss the 

characteristics found in both Maddux and Jared’s correspondence with Connie about basketball.  

Characteristics of Correspondence Over a  
Shared Affinity 
 

Similar characteristics were found in both Maddux and Jared’s correspondence with 

Connie. These characteristics can be attributed to their shared basketball experience. The 

participants connected over their basketball experience in their first messages to each other. In 

Connie’s introduction video she stated her position on the basketball team. “The position that I 

play is like a 1 2. Like a point guard/shooting guard.” Both Jared and Maddux shared they played 

as well in their first message back to Connie. Jared started, “I play basketball just like you.” 

Maddux started by writing, “me and you play the same position. In basketball im a point guard 

too.” Maddux also immediately connected his experience playing basketball to that of Connie’s. 

In his first message Maddux asked, “When you are on the court do you feel like u have a lot of 
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pressure on u I do sometime.” This connection over a shared experience led to an increased 

discussion about basketball, and it also led to chances for Connie to mentor her two mentees. 

Each of those similarities will be discussed next.  

Increased Discussion About Basketball 

While Jared and Maddux’s overall word count of their messages did not increase, the 

amount of discussion regarding basketball did. In Maddux’s first two messages, he talked about 

basketball-related topics for 52% and 16% of the messages while he talked about basketball 

100% of his eighth message and 96% of his tenth message. Similarly, Jared initially talked about 

basketball for 37% of his first message, and he discussed basketball related topics for 64% of his 

final message. The increased discussion about basketball can be attributed to the participants 

asking each other follow-up questions and expanding the discussion to other topics.  

Both Participants Asked Follow-up Questions. The shared experience by the students 

and Connie led to an increase in questions asked by the students. Maddux asked nine questions 

regarding basketball, and Jared asked six. Analysis of the other fourteen partnerships’ most 

interactive topics found the students only averaged 1.3 follow-up questions throughout the 

correspondence. The frequency of follow-up questions can be found in Figure 4.20.  
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Figure 4.20 

Maddux, Jared, and Connie’s Number of Follow-up Questions Compared to the Average of the 
Other Partnerships 

 

Figure 4.20 shows while Connie asked relatively the same amount of follow-up questions 

as the mentor average, Maddux and Jared asked significantly more follow-up questions than the 

student average of 1.3. Maddux and Jared asked questions that expanded the correspondence 

about basketball to other basketball related topics. Maddux and Connie discussed seven topics 

involving basketball, and Jared and Connie discussed eight. The fourteen other partnerships’ 

longest topic averaged only 2.3 topic strands.  

Basketball Mentoring 

Not only did Connie and her mentees have a common experience playing basketball, they 

shared a dream of playing professional sports. Connie said in her interview, “I know [my 

mentees] were talking about going pro in something and that’s something I would like to do too 

so I could push them and stuff. I could give them advice and stuff to achieve their goals.” Connie 
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used her position as someone with more experience with basketball to give advice and provide 

motivation. When Jared wrote, “my dream is to be a nba player.” Connie replied,   

I see you’re dream is to be in the NBA. That is amazing. I hope you work hard and push 

yourself! You will go through ups and downs but the game is mental and you can do it! I 

believe in you!  Don’t let anything get in your way!!  

Connie asserted herself as someone who has gone through the experience of being successful at 

basketball by writing “you will go through ups and downs.” Connie also used her expertise in 

basketball to provide mentoring for other facets of their life such as schooling. In his second 

message, Maddux asked if getting into college was hard. In the following message Connie 

replied, 

Getting into college is not hard if you get study and get good grades! If you want to play 

sports in college you need to work hard and dedicate your time to whatever sport you 

play! Hard work pays off!! Sports isn’t just physical it’s mental! You have to stay strong 

whenever things do not go your way! Don’t give up you got it!  

Even though Maddux didn’t ask about basketball, Connie connected her response to sports and 

provided words of encouragement with her advice.  

Summary of Finding 1 

Topics where the participants had a shared affinity were discussed for greater lengths 

than correspondence over topics that did not have that affinity. Characteristics of the interactive 

correspondence where participants had a shared affinity towards the topic included an increased 

discussion of the topic along with a significant increase in the students’ asking of follow-up 

questions compared to partnerships without a shared affinity. The shared experience provided 
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opportunities for mentoring of the students both in the area of the shared affinity and other facets 

of life.  

Finding 2: When a Shared Affinity was Not Present,  
Interactive Correspondence Depended on the  
Mentors’ Interest in a Topic 
 
 Maddux and Jared’s correspondence with Connie about basketball were the only two 

partnerships to discuss a topic with a shared affinity. The other fourteen partnerships’ most 

interactive topics depended on the mentors’ follow-up questions to be interactive. To present this 

finding, I will provide two examples that show a typical interactive correspondence about a 

student affinity. The two examples clearly demonstrate the role the mentors’ questions had in 

continuing the correspondence about the topic.  

An example of a topic where the participants did not have an affinity will be included in 

the summary of Research Question 2 at the end of this section. The exchanges without an affinity 

were like the two examples provided in that the continued correspondence of the topics depended 

on the mentor's follow-up questions. Like the previous finding, I will first present the examples 

and then discuss the patterns found.  

Correspondence About a Student Affinity 

Five of the partnerships’ most interactive topics involved a students’ affinity. In all five 

of the partnerships the students expressed excitement for sharing their affinity with their mentor 

When asked during a reflection, “what are you excited to share with your mentor?” Brian wrote, 

“I was excited to tell her that I have a leopard gecko and about my dogs.” Likewise, Becky 

wrote, “i was excited to share things i like, like the music i like.” 

Even though the students were excited to discuss their interests, the interactivity of the 

topic depended on the mentors’ follow-up questions during the correspondence. The following 
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two examples will show how the mentors’ follow-up questions helped to develop interactive 

correspondence about a students’ interest.  

Addison and Regina’s Correspondence About Roblox. Addison attended class 

virtually for the entire year and had consistent attendance. Miss Johnson described her as a 

confident technology user, but not for academic purposes. She said Addison struggled to 

independently navigate the learning platform, complete assignments, and engage synchronously. 

Addison was paired with Regina. Regina was in her third year with the basketball program and 

was an elementary education major. 

Addison’s affinity for Roblox was determined by her correspondence and reflections. In 

her fourth message Addison shares, “my favorite thing to do is play Roblox.” When asked what 

she was excited to talk about with her mentor she wrote, “roblox.” In her third message, Regina 

shared that she was unfamiliar with the game. She wrote, “I do not have a roblox, what do you 

do on that game?” Table 4.11 shows the full correspondence between Regina and Addison 

discussing Roblox. Their full correspondence can be found in Appendix O.  
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Table 4.11 

Full Transcript of Addison and Regina’s Correspondence About Roblox 

Message - Participant Text Involving Roblox 

Message 2 - Addison Do you play roblox I play roblox and on adopt me i have a fly rat five bats four 
snow cats a fennce fox a normal cat a chocolate lab and idk what else i have in 
that game for pets 

Message 3 - Regina I do not have a roblox, what do you do on that game?  

Message 4 - Addison roblox is not one game but a app were there is a bunch of games like 10000 
games  my favorite thing to do is play roblox 

Message 5 - Regina  roblox sounds very fun and it sounds like there’s a lot of things to do on that 
game! if you could pick one out of the 10,000 which game would be your 
favorite?  

Message 6 - Addison Well my favorite games on roblox are wings of fire early acsess dragons life and 
forgotton worlds because i have gamepasses in those games  

Message 7 - Regina Your roblox games all sound super fun to play and entertaining!  

 
 The correspondence over Roblox was initiated by Addison in her first letter to Regina. 

The full interaction lasted six messages and Roblox was not discussed in the final four messages. 

The topic strands with the conversational codes can be found in Figure 4.21  

Figure 4.21 

Addison and Regina’s Topic Strands Involving Roblox 
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Overall, two topics were discussed regarding Roblox. Addison asked one question to 

initiate the topic, and Regina asked two questions in her third and fifth messages to continue the 

correspondence about Roblox. While the correspondence was interactive, the topic diagram 

shows the correspondence progressed largely with a singular topic with only two topic strands 

being found in two messages. Comparing this diagram to Jared and Maddux’s topic strands 

involving basketball show fewer connections formed between the participants. The next example 

of an interaction over a student affinity will be Charlie and Ally’s discussion about art.  

Charlie and Ally’s Correspondence About Art. According to Miss Johnson, Charlie 

was moderately engaged during virtual learning in most subject areas but was a highly motivated 

writer. She said his engagement in all subject areas increased during in-person instruction, but he 

often vocalized his preference for writing. He was paired with Ally who was in her third year 

with the basketball program and was studying sports management. 

Charlie shared his affinity for art in his fourth message by sharing “and my favorite class 

is art.” Ally’s lack of affinity for art can be seen in her response when she writes, “I am not very 

good at art.” Table 4.12 shows the full correspondence between Ally and Charlie discussing 

drawing. Their full correspondence can be found in Appendix P.  
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Table 4.12 

Full Transcript of Charlie and Ally’s Correspondence About Art 

Message - Participant Text Involving Art 

Message 4 - Charlie And my favorite class is art. 

Message 5 - Ally Do you have any tips for me on how to draw? I am not very good at Art so I may 
need your help:) 

Message 6 - Charlie And for a drawing tip believe in yourself and take some tutorials and pause the 
videos. What was your first drawing?  

Message 7 - Ally Thank you for the drawing tips! The first thing I ever drew was probably a cat but it 
was not very good:( I will have to look up some videos so I can draw better. What is 
your favorite thing to draw?  

Message 8 - Charlie It’s no problem, I’m always down to help people with drawing. It’s ok if the drawing 
didn’t look good, I know I can’t draw a cat so it’s totally ok. My favorite thing to 
draw is like movie characters or cartoon characters.   

Message 9 - Ally That is very kind of you to offer help with drawing. I bet you are able to help others 
in your class too! What kind of cartoon characters do you draw?  

 
Message 10 - Charlie 

 
no problem im always up to help people draw and yes i do help my friends on how 
to draw heads and using lines to map out faces I like drawing spongebob and the 
superheroes from movies such as batman and the flash, superman,wonder woman 
ect.  

Message 11 - Ally You should try and show me one of your Spongebob drawings. 

 
 Charlie initiated the correspondence regarding drawing in his second letter to Ally. The 

correspondence lasted a total of eight messages. Charlie did not talk about art in his final 

message to Ally. He also did not include a picture of his SpongeBob drawings after Ally 

requested one in her last message. Figure 4.22 shows the topic strands and conversation codes 

from Charlie and Ally’s correspondence about art.  
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Figure 4.22 

Charlie and Ally’s Topic Strands Involving Art 
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A total of four topics regarding art were discussed. Two were initiated by Charlie and two 

by Ally. Charlie asked one question to Ally, and Ally asked three extending questions throughout 

the correspondence. As Figure 4.22 shows Charlie asked one question in the sixth message and 

then the eighth and tenth messages were entirely replies to Ally’s questions.  

Characteristics of Correspondence  
About a Student Affinity 
 

As was previously discussed, the fifth-grade students asked fewer follow-up questions 

than their mentors, and when prompted by Miss Johnson they often asked questions about new 

topics instead of asking questions to continue topics already being discussed. In the partnerships 

where only the students had an affinity for the topic, interactivity relied on the mentors’ interest 

and asking follow-up questions to the students.  

Mentors Asking Follow-up Questions 

 In the correspondence about topics without a shared affinity the mentors asked 

significantly more follow-up questions than the students. Figure 4.23 shows the averages for 

each group of participants.  
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Figure 4.23 

Average Follow-up Questions in Correspondence Without a Shared Affinity 

 

Students only asked 1.3 questions in their most interactive topics while the mentors asked 

an average of 4.3. The two examples provided in this section illustrate the role of the mentors’ 

questions in continuing the discussion of the topic. In Regina and Addison’s correspondence 

regarding Roblox, Addison only asked Regina one question to initiate the topic. She wrote, “do 

you play Roblox?” before continuing with her involvement with the game. She does not ask 

Regina another question regarding the topic throughout the correspondence. Regina asked, “what 

do you do on that game?” and “what game would be your favorite?” The correspondence about 

Roblox ended after Regina wrote, “Your roblox games all sound super fun to play and 

entertaining!” Addison stopped discussing Roblox without a question to respond to.  

A similar occurrence happened in Charlie and Ally’s correspondence about drawing. 

Throughout that correspondence Charlie asked Ally one question, “What was your first 

drawing?” The continued correspondence relied on Ally’s follow-up questions. She asked, “Do 
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you have any tips for me on how to draw?”; “What is your favorite thing to draw?”; and “What 

kind of cartoon characters do you draw?” Like in Addison and Regina’s example, the 

correspondence about drawing ended when Ally did not ask a follow-up question. Continual 

discussion of the topic depended on the curiosity of the mentors. This pattern was seen in all five 

discussions where the participants had a one-sided affinity and in all nine of the partnerships 

where the participants did not have an affinity for the topic.  

Mentors Not Asking Follow-up Questions. There were instances in other partnerships 

where the students shared their interests with their mentors, and the mentors responded but failed 

to ask a follow-up question. An example of this occurrence can be seen in Becky (student) and 

Amy (mentor) correspondence. Becky shared her interest in anime. Becky wrote, “I really like 

anime.” Amy responded, “Anime is cool! I personally like comedy shows.” This effectively 

ended the correspondence regarding anime, and Becky didn’t ask about Amy’s interest in 

comedy shows. Becky started the topic in a very similar fashion as Charlie when he stated, “my 

favorite class is art,” but because of Amy’s lack of follow-up questions the discussion about 

anime failed to become interactive.  

Summary of Research Question 2 

In the previous section I provided the findings regarding Research Question 2. Finding 1 

discussed the highly interactive communication in the two partnerships with a shared affinity to 

basketball. Finding 2 discussed the need for the mentors’ follow up questions for topics without a 

shared affinity. To summarize Research Question 2, I compare the interactive correspondence 

from these two findings. Figure 4.24 shows a comparison of topic diagrams based on the 

participants’ affinity for the topic being discussed. The topic diagrams selected for the 

comparison serve as representative examples of a typical correspondence in that category.   
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Figure 4.24 

Comparison of Topic Diagrams by Participants’ Affinity for the Topic Discussed 

Shared Affinity 

 

Student Affinity 

 

No Affinity 
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The participants' shared affinity for the topic led to the highest levels of interactive 

communication. The two partnerships with a shared affinity for basketball discussed the topic for 

a greater length of time. The students in these partnerships asked more questions and expanded 

the correspondence to other basketball-related topics. 

Figure 4.24 clearly shows the differences in which participant asked questions and which 

participant was responding. In the correspondence over a shared affinity, the student’s questions 

to the mentor are influencing the topics. The mentor’s third and ninth messages are almost 

entirely responses to the students' questions. In contrast, in the correspondences over a student 

affinity or no affinity, the student is providing all the responses to the mentor's questions.  

 The interactive correspondence that developed over a students’ affinity for a topic were 

shorter in length and contained fewer topic strands compared to the topics with a shared affinity.  

In the correspondence where only the students had an affinity for the topic, interactivity relied on 

the mentors’ interest and asking of questions. For the topics where neither participant had an 

affinity were even shorter in length and contained fewer topic strands.  

A visual comparison of the topic diagrams shows the greater number of connections 

between the participants discussing topics they had a shared affinity for. According to Rafaeli’s 

theory, the greater the interactivity, the greater the positive outcomes for the participants such as 

happiness and motivation (Rafaeli, 1988).  

Research Question 3 

In the following section I will present the findings from my analysis regarding my third 

research question.  

Q3 How did fifth-graders incorporate images with their written text to communicate 
virtually with their mentors? 
 



 

   

 

134 

During the correspondence, students had two ways of adding images to their messages. They 

could either upload an image from the internet or capture an image with their computer camera. 

In her interview, Miss Johnson mentioned she never instructed students on including images in 

their messages.  

I reminded them that they could put [images] in, but I never gave any real instruction or 

guidance into actually doing so. When we were in the classroom, some of the students 

who didn’t know how to put them in asked other students for help. 

Overall, 12 of the 16 fifth grade students incorporated at least one image during their 

correspondence. Brian was the only student to put an image with each of his six messages. In 

total, the fifth-grade students included 36 images in their 93 messages to their mentors. Twenty-

four of the images were copied from the internet, and twelve of them were taken with the camera 

on the computer. Figure 4.25 shows the number of students' images in each exchange.  

Figure 4.25 

Number of Images the Students Included with Their Messages.  
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Figure 4.25 shows there was a significant increase in the images included in the final 

three exchanges when many of the students returned for in-person instruction. As Miss Johnson 

described, her students had the ability to show each other how to add images at this time. In the 

March 24 exchange, six new students incorporated an image in their message. The overall 

increase from a single image in the November 3rd exchange to an average of nine in each of the 

final three exchanges signifies the fifth-grade students were novice users of images, at least in 

Google Slides.  

To understand the function the images had in the students’ messages, I analyzed the 

students’ 36 images using Marsh and White’s (2003) Taxonomy of Image and Text 

Relationships as outlined in Chapter 3. The application of the taxonomy to the students’ images 

led to two findings relevant to Research Question 3. 

Finding 1 The students enhanced a topic from the text by using images to reiterate 
their favorite things or provide a sample of their artwork.  
 

Finding 2 The students used images without a close relationship to the text to engage 
their mentors with their messages.  
 

The following section will explain how I analyzed the students’ use of images using Marsh and 

White’s taxonomy to arrive at these two findings. 

Image and Text Relationships 

Marsh and White’s Taxonomy on Text and Image Relationships is broken down into two 

stages. The first stage examines the relationship the image has with the text. According to Marsh 

and White, the image and text can either be closely related, not closely related, or the meaning of 

the image goes beyond the meaning of the text.  

The first step in determining the image and text relationship was to isolate the text 

associated with each image. In each of their messages, the students discussed an average of 3.8 
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topics, but the image included with the message only related to one topic. In the eight 

occurrences of students adding multiple images to a message, all of them were related to the 

same topic. To determine the text that was associated with each image, I used the topic codes 

discussed in the previous sections. Using only the text that discussed the same topic as the image, 

I determined the function of the image in relation to the text. The frequency of the images 

relationship to the text can be found in Figure 4.26  

Figure 4.26 

Frequency of Students’ Images Relationship to the Text 

 

 
Of the 36 images used by the students, 26 had a close relationship with a portion of their 

message, while ten had little relationship to the text. None of the students' images went beyond 

the meaning from the text in their messages. According to Marsh and White’s taxonomy, images 

that go beyond add meaning that the text cannot. For example, modeling a scientific concept. 

After determining the relationship, I coded the images according to the 49 functions found in the 

second stage of Marsh and White’s taxonomy. These results will be discussed next.  
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Function of Students’ Images in the Message 

While Marsh and White’s taxonomy includes 49 functions, the students only used images 

for five of these functions. The frequency of the functions can be found in Figure 4.27.  

Figure 4.27 

Frequency of the Function of the Students’ Images 

 

 To answer Research Question 3, I will discuss the four most used functions of students' 

images in order of their frequency. As Figure 4.27 shows, the most common function of the 

students' images was to reiterate a topic from the text. Marsh and White define images that 

reiterate the text as restating the message with little change or interpretation (2003). Thirteen of 

the students’ 36 images were used by the students to reiterate a topic. The second most common 

function of the image was to provide a sample of the text. Marsh and White define sample 

images as those that give a sense of a concept by providing an example. Eleven of the 36 images 
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provided a sample of a topic from the message. These two most common uses by the students 

will be explored in Finding 1.  

Figure 4.27 also shows six of the images with little relation to the text were used to elicit 

emotion from the mentors, and four were used to specifically engage their mentors. These 

images will be discussed in Finding 2.  

Finding 1: The Students Enhanced a Topic From the  
Text by Using Images to Reiterate Their Favorite  
Things or Provide a Sample of Their Artwork 
 

The two most common functions of the images with a close relationship to the text was to 

reiterate a topic or to provide a sample of a topic. Both functions will be explored in this section.  

Images That Reiterated Favorite Things 

The most common function of the students’ images was to reiterate a single topic from 

the text. Figure 4.28 shows the frequency of the topics that students reiterated.  

Figure 4.28 

Frequency of Topics Reiterated with the Students’ Images 
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Eleven of the thirteen images used by students to reiterate a topic were providing a visual 

of something from the text that was their favorite. Using the image to reiterate a singular topic 

enhanced that specific topic from the other topics discussed in the message to the mentors. To 

explore this function of the students' images, I will present three representative examples from 

the eleven images that reiterated the students’ favorite things. The examples were selected to 

show the similarities in the students’ use of images and differences in the mentors’ response to 

them. 

Julie’s Images of Her Favorite Tik Tok Stars. In her April 24 message, Julie wrote to 

Regina, “my favrite tik toker is Lilhuddy and charil d’amelio. The dances that i know from tik 

tok is foot fungus, up, rake it up, hey boy. Some other tik tok dances.” With her message she 

included two images of Lilhiddy and Charil D’Amelio. Julie’s full April 24th message can be 

found in Figure 4.29. 

Figure 4.29 

Julie’s Message with Images of Her Favorite TikTok Stars 
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 In this message, Julie uses two images to reiterate her favorite Tik Tokers. The images 

provide a visual restatement of the two people she discussed. By including these two images, she 

brings attention to this part of her text over others in her message. Regina responded to Julie’s 

message about Tik Tok in her following message. In response to the images Regina replied, “I 

have not seen lil huddie on tik tok but I have seen charlie dance! She’s really good!” 

In her message to Regina, Julie also discussed her Easter with her family. Julie had the 

opportunity to include an image that would have reiterated those parts of her message, but she 

chose to enhance the part of her message that discussed her favorite Tik Tok stars. This pattern 

of reiterating the students’ favorite things to enhance the topic from the rest of the message 

occurs in all the other ten instances. Two more examples will be discussed below.   

Cesar’s Image of His Favorite Restaurant. Another example of a student using an 

image to reiterate their favorite thing occurred in Cesar and Claire’s correspondence. In his 

March 24th message Cesar wrote, “What i did for my birthday is i went to my favorite restaurant 

which is Texas Road House.” He included an image of a Texas Road House building. 

Similar to Julie’s example, Cesar picks his favorite thing from the message to reiterate 

with the image. He enhanced the topic of his favorite restaurant. While Claire responded to 

Cesar’s birthday questions, she also specifically responded to the part of the message regarding 

Texas Road House. In the following message Claire responded, “Texas Road House I think has 

the best bread and butter! Yuuuuuummmmyyyy!”  

Maddux’s Image of His Favorite Shoes. When students included images to reiterate 

their favorite things, it did not always lead to a response from the mentor. Maddux wrote in his 

March 24th message, “my favorite types of shoes is jordans 11.” With this message Maddux 

included an image of the Jordan shoes. 
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 Maddux discussed many topics in his message but chose to reiterate the portion of the 

text talking about his favorite shoes. Providing the visual restatement of the topic enhanced it 

over the others in the message, but in her following message Connie did not comment on 

Maddux’s favorite shoes. This example shows that when the students enhanced their favorite 

things it did not automatically mean that topic would get a response from their mentors.  

Providing Samples of Artwork 

Figure 4.27 shows the second most common function of the student’s images was to 

provide a sample of a topic from the text. Eleven of these twelve images were used by three 

students, Terrance, Brian, and Cesar, to show their mentors pictures of their artwork they had 

created. In these eleven occurrences, the students mentioned their art in the text and included an 

image taken with the computer camera and uploaded. Like the previous section, I will provide 

three examples to show how the students used images in this way along with the differences in 

their mentors’ responses.  

Terrance’s Image of His Drawing. In Terrance’s December 22nd message he wrote, 

“And do you like to draw or color? I do.” He included the image found in Figure 4.30 along with 

this message. 
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Figure 4.30 

Terrance’s Message with an Image of His Artwork 

 

In this example, Terrance states that he likes to draw and color and includes a picture to 

provide a sample of his artwork. Like the images used to reiterate a topic from the message, 

providing a sample of his artwork enhanced the topic of drawing compared to the other topics 

discussed in his message. Terrance could have included an image to enhance the topic of pets or 

holidays, which he discussed, but he chose his artwork. His mentor, Amy, responded to his 

artwork by writing, “The dragon looks amazing! You are a very good artist. What do you use to 

color your dragon?” Amy includes a question with her response, creating an opportunity for 

interactive communication about drawing.  

Cesar’s Image of His Drawing. Cesar provides another example of a student using 

images to share his artwork with his mentor. In his April 23rd message Cesar wrote, “Also if you 

look at the picture below you can see what i drew. do you like to draw if you do what do you 

draw?” He included the image found in Figure 4.31 with this message.  
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Figure 4.31 

Cesar’s Message with an Image of His Artwork 

 

Like the previous examples, Cesar has a choice of which topic he wanted to enhance with 

an image. In his message he discusses playing electronics, Easter activities, and drawing. In her 

follow-up message, Claire wrote, “You are really good at drawing! I like to doodle and 

sometimes paint.” 

 Brian’s Image of His Drawing. Like when students incorporated images about their 

favorites, adding an image of their drawing didn’t necessarily mean the mentors would respond. 

An example of this can be seen in Brian’s December 22nd message to Carrie. In this message 

Brian states, “I like to draw” and includes a sample of his drawing. Figure 4.32 shows this 

message.  
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Figure 4.32 

Brian’s Message with an Image of His Artwork 

 

 Again, Brian discusses a multitude of topics in his message, but enhances the topic of 

drawing by incorporating an image. Even though he did this, Carrie did not comment on his 

artwork in her response.  

Summary of Finding 1 

 Of the 26 images with a close relationship with the text the two most common uses were 

to reiterate a student’s favorite thing and provide a sample of the students’ artwork. While these 

images did not alter the text related to them, they enhanced a singular topic from text. Enhancing 

the topic by restating it or providing an example did not guarantee a response from the mentors 

as they failed to respond to all images.  

Finding 2: The Students Used Images Without  
a Close Relationship to the Text to  
Engage Their Mentors 
 

Ten of the images used by students had little relationship to the text. These ten images 

were used to engage their mentor in two different ways. Six of the images attempted to engage 
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the mentors by what Marsh and White label eliciting emotion. These six images used humor that 

could appeal to a wider audience. The remaining four images used to engage the mentor, did so 

by directly appealing to the students’ mentor. The images used to engage the mentors will be 

covered in the following section.  

Images Used to Engage Mentors with Humor 

 Six of the images used by students to engage their mentors did so with the use of humor. 

Marsh and White categorized this function as eliciting emotion with the image. While they 

discuss this function typically with a sad or disturbing image, the same function can be 

accomplished with humor. These images did not have a close relationship to the text, and the 

images did not have a specific connection to the mentors. Isaiah’s use of humorous images will 

be discussed as an example of this function of images.  

Isaiah’s Use of Humorous Images. An example of a student using humor to engage 

their mentor can be found in Isaiah’s third and final messages to his mentor Claire. Figure 4.33 

shows Isaiah’s third message to Claire.   

Figure 4.33 

Isaiah’s Message with an Image of Patrick 
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In Figure 4.33 Isaiah included a picture of Patrick from the cartoon SpongeBob 

SquarePants. The text included with the message does not refer to any topics related to 

SpongeBob or cartoons in general. Isaiah did not refer to SpongeBob in any of his 

correspondence. While one could infer that the inclusion of the image could constitute it being an 

interest of his and incorporating it could be seen as an extension of the message, a review of 

Isaiah’s other messages reveals a pattern of adding unrelated images. Figure 4.34 shows the 

image of cartoon food included by Isaiah.  

Figure 4.34 

Isaiah’s Message with an Image of Cartoon Food 

 

 Again, there is no mention of the cartoon food in Isaiah and Claire’s correspondence. The 

inclusion of the image is not targeted to Claire in any specific way. Isaiah may have an interest in 

these characters, but he does not discuss them in any way. He includes these images because he 

thinks they are entertaining and will engage his mentor.  
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Images Used to Specifically Engage the Mentors 

 Four of the students included images that were specifically used to engage their mentors 

with their message. These images did not connect to the written message and would not have a 

connection to another reader. To illustrate this finding, I will provide two examples of these 

types of images.  

Jared’s Image of Peanut Butter Cups. Jared provides an example of a student using an 

image to specifically engage his mentor. In his March 24th message, Jared included an image of 

peanut butter cups with his message. Figure 4.35 shows Jared’s March 24th message to Connie. 

Figure 4.35 

Jared’s Message with an Image of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups 

 

In this message, Jared did not mention candy or Reese's Peanut Butter Cups in his written 

text. While Jared did not mention Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups in his message, Connie mentioned, 

“My favorite candy is Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups” in her second message to Jared. Because of 

this, the use of the image served to engage Connie with Jared’s text. He knew it was her favorite 

candy and including the image in a later slide would signal to Connie of the relationship they 
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were forming. In this instance, the image served to specifically engage Connie, and its inclusion 

would be a mystery for any other reader of the message. Although the image was included to 

directly appeal to Connie, she did not comment on it in her next message to Jared.  

 Becky’s Image of Anime Basketball Team. Becky provides another example of a fifth-

grader using an image to specifically engage their mentor. In her final message to Courtney, 

Becky made the background of her message an image of an anime basketball team. This message 

can be found in Figure 4.36. 

Figure 4.36 

Becky’s Message with an Image of an Anime Basketball Team 

 

 

 Becky did not discuss the image in the text sent with the message. In a previous message, 

Becky wrote, “i like anime.” Throughout the discussion she never talks about basketball. Her 

inclusion of a basketball anime picture is targeted directly at her mentor, Courtney, who she 

knew played basketball. Of all the anime pictures she could have included, she picked one that 
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she knew showed Courtney’s interest to engage her in the message. The image was included in 

Becky’s final message to Courtney, so she did not have the opportunity to reply to the image.  

Summary of Finding 2 

 The students included ten images that did not have a close relationship to the text. These 

images were used to engage their mentors. Four of the images were included to specifically 

engage the mentors while the remaining six used humorous images that could engage a larger 

audience of readers.   
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 In Chapter 1, I presented the problems experienced by students when schools narrow 

their literacy focus to the targets found on federally mandated standardized tests (Au, 2007; 

Rowsell et al., 2017). In failing to expand literacy instruction to reflect the communicative 

practices in society, schools are not addressing the participation gap found between those 

individuals with the competencies to participate in today’s digital social and economic worlds 

and those without (Jenkins, 2009). Schools failing to provide support in digital modes of 

communication disadvantages marginalized students who do not receive support at home 

navigating these new technologies. The negative outcomes associated with the participation gap 

could be seen during the Covid-19 pandemics when marginalized students suffered the greatest 

disruption in their ability to participate during virtual learning (Tsekova, 2020).  

In Chapter 1, I also discussed the goal of this qualitative research was to understand the 

experiences of the participants during their virtual interactions. Understanding the participants’ 

experiences will help educators situate their literacy instruction in communicative contexts. The 

case allowed for the opportunity to study three research questions.  

Q1 How did Miss Johnson facilitate the virtual correspondence between her fifth-
grade students and their college mentors? 
 

Q2 What contributed to high levels of interactive communication during written 
correspondence between the fifth-grade students and their college mentors? 
 

Q3 How did fifth-graders incorporate images with their written text to communicate 
virtually with their mentors? 
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 In Chapter 2, I presented the theoretical framework of authentic literacy pedagogy and 

the relevant research associated with the study. The research showed that while authentic literacy 

experiences were more motivating for students, there was inconclusive evidence that the 

motivation led to literacy growth (Bleck, 2013; Bonyadi, 2014; Bridgeman et al., 1997). I also 

discussed the theories on virtual interactivity occurring during computer-mediated 

communication showing that interactive communication can be viewed as a continuum with 

communication being more or less interactive (Cover, 2006; McGrail & Behizadeh, 2017; 

Rafaeli, 1988). I finished Chapter 2 by discussing the benefits researchers found from student 

pen pal exchanges and virtual mentorships occurring through digital means of communication 

(Alvermann et al., 2012; Gee, 2015; Lemkuhl, 2002; Magnifico, 2010; McMillon, 2009). The 

theories and relevant literature discussed in Chapter 2 will be revisited in this chapter to help 

discuss the implications of the findings from the case study.  

 In Chapter 3, I discussed how the case study methodology would lead to a better 

understanding of the research questions. The case study methodology fit with this research 

because all the communication between the participants was clearly bounded from regular 

classroom discourse. Employing qualitative case study methods allowed me to incorporate the 

unique context in which the communication occurred. Covid-19 quarantines greatly influenced 

the participants and being able to include this context into the study was essential to understand 

their experiences. In Chapter 3, I also outlined the data collection and analysis procedures that 

led to the findings in Chapter 4.  

In Chapter 4, I presented the findings of the case study. These findings will be reviewed 

in this chapter as I discuss the larger implications of them. The implication of these findings, 
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organized by each research question, will be discussed next. Following the implications, I 

discuss the limitations of this study and end with recommendations for further research.  

Implications 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, there is an educational debate on the effectiveness of authentic 

literacy experiences for students. While some argue relevancy is essential for literacy to be 

meaningful for students (Erickson & Wharton-McDonald, 2019; Gee, 2004; Kalantzis & Cope, 

2023; Rothfusz, 2020), others argue the natural process of language acquisition is too slow and 

can be circumnavigated through direct literacy skill instruction (Assessor et al., 2002; Lee, 

1987). This case study provided a unique opportunity to explore the outcomes of authentic 

literacy practices to add to the conversation regarding the benefits of authentic practices in 

schools.   

Research Question 1 

 The following section will discuss the implications of the findings regarding my first 

research question.  

Q1 How did Miss Johnson facilitate the virtual correspondence between her fifth-
grade students and their college mentors? 
 

Miss Johnson’s class was composed of a diverse group of students from different racial 

and socioeconomic backgrounds. When schools were forced to rely on virtual instruction during 

the Covid-19 quarantines, most of her young students were unfamiliar with the new 

technologies, unable to access instructional resources, and did not have the skills to participate in 

synchronous or asynchronous environments. While most students struggled, they received 

drastically different levels of support from a more knowledgeable adult. A few of Miss 

Johnson’s students, from families with the economic resources to have in-home adult 

supervision, had support both in how to use virtual learning programs and with accountability for 
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their schoolwork. But most of her students came from lower SES households where adults could 

not be at home, and students had no support or accountability. In fact, many of Miss Johnson’s 

students supervised younger siblings' virtual learning. This disparity seen in Miss Johnson’s 

classroom provides an example of the participation gap experienced by marginalized students 

(Jenkins, 2009), and highlights the role schools have in providing support with information and 

communications technology (ICT) for all students.   

Without in-home, adult support during virtual learning, Miss Johnson had very little to 

motivate her students to complete any academic work they did not want to do. Her school district 

did not alter their curricular resources, and she was expected to continue instructing her students 

with academic genre writing. After years of experience struggling to get students to engage with 

writing during in-person instruction, Miss Johnson knew she would have to develop literacy 

experiences that would motivate her students to want to write from home. My analysis of the 

partnership found that to motivate her students to participate in the mentorship Miss Johnson 

framed the mentors as the audience, allowed her students to choose their own topics, and 

provided feedback focused on interactions in lieu of writing mechanics. These instructional 

choices were in line with what Behizadeh (2014) found led to students perceiving writing 

assignments as more authentic. Behizadeh (2014) found that if the writing task allowed for 

student topic choice, is shared with an audience, and the audience provides feedback that doesn’t 

focus on writing mechanics the students will think the writing task is more authentic. By 

increasing the authenticity of the writing for the mentorship compared to classroom writing 

assignments, Miss Johnson increased her students’ motivation to participate in the written 

exchanges. This motivation to participate was essential during the Covid-19 quarantines when 
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there was extremely low academic accountability for marginalized students. This section will 

discuss the implications of the motivation from Miss Johnson’s authentic literacy experience.  

Authentic Literacy Experience 

 At the heart of Miss Johnsons’ authentic literacy experience was the mentors serving as 

an audience from outside of the classroom. Research has shown when communicating with 

people from outside the classroom, students feel a higher sense of purpose in their writing and 

have a stronger dedication to complete the writing task (Chen & Brown, 2011; Kessler, 2005; 

Spanke & Paul, 2015; Wiggins, 2009). In this case, the mentors serving as the authentic audience 

for the students’ writing provided real world accountability leading to similar positive outcomes. 

If a fifth-grade student failed to write their message, their mentor would not receive a letter and 

the students would not receive a response. The students’ reflections showed that they were 

excited to receive the letters back. This excitement, and desire to share in their classmates’ 

excitement, provided motivation to participate in the exchanges.  

 The mentors also provided real-world accountability in ensuring the messages were 

comprehensible. This aligns with other studies’ findings that when students wrote for pen pal 

exchanges, they were highly motivated to communicate effectively (Gambrell et al., 2011; 

Walker-Dalhouse et al., 2009). The students expressed concerns about whether their mentors 

would be able to understand their messages knowing the mentors had to rely on their writing to 

maintain communication. This is juxtaposed with their writing for Miss Johnson. Brian 

expressed his nonchalance with his classroom writing because Miss Johnson “just has to tell us if 

we are right or wrong.” Brian’s quote points to not caring about the corrective feedback as much 

as if his mentor can understand his message.  
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While researchers have shown that communicating with an authentic audience leads 

students to care about proper writing mechanics (Chen & Brown, 2011; Kessler, 2005; Spanke & 

Paul, 2015; Wiggins, 2009), this was not seen in the students’ writing for the mentorship. 

Throughout the exchanges the students’ messages were riddled with grammatical and spelling 

errors shown by Google’s red and blue underlines. Even though the mentors provided a 

heightened sense of accountability for the students to complete their messages and make sure 

they could be understood, they did not motivate the students to improve their writing mechanics.  

Miss Johnson also increased the authenticity of the literacy experience by allowing her 

students freedom with regards to the content of the messages. Writing about topics that interested 

the students was motivating because the mentors were an audience from outside of the 

classroom. Miss Johnson implemented dialogue journals in the past to write about social topics 

with her students, but they did not motivate her students to write in the same way as writing to 

the mentors did. She described how the discussions in the dialogue journals always seemed to 

veer towards school-related topics. Julie reflected on dialogue journals with Miss Johnson. In her 

interview she said, “Why would we write to Miss Johnson when we can just tell her what we 

want to say.” The mentors as an audience from outside the classroom greatly added to the 

students’ motivation to write about topics valued by the students compared to writing to Miss 

Johnson.  

While the mentors provided real-world accountability to motivate the students to 

complete their messages, there were characteristics in their writing that signaled they were 

struggling to attend to their audience. The students often needed reminders to answer questions 

from their mentors’ previous message, and they didn’t ask follow-up questions about topics their 

mentors were discussing. Research has shown that while beginning writers have shown signs of 
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audience awareness, often considerations regarding the audience are lacking in their writing 

(Solomon, 2010). This could be due to their focus being on generating the text and not on 

adapting their ideas to the audience (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987). The following section will 

discuss how Miss Johnson helped students attend to their audience and interact with their 

mentors.  

Supporting Interactive Communication 

Miss Johnson created an open space for interactions between her students and their 

mentors, but she also maintained expectations for her students' writing. Her instructions required 

students to respond to their mentors, ask questions, and discuss new topics. Because her students 

were struggling to attend to their audience, Miss Johnson focused on supporting interactions with 

her instructions and feedback. Her aim for focusing on interactions was for her students to 

develop relationships that would provide socioemotional support and motivate them to write 

during remote instruction. Analysis found her feedback got her students to expand their messages 

and interact with their mentors. 

Miss Johnson had to be strategic with her feedback. She did not want to be too critical, 

causing her students to think the writing was for an assignment. By pointing out what they 

missed from her checklist, Miss Johnson was providing negative correction feedback which has 

been found to diminish the motivation for students to participate (Behizadeh, 2014; Long, 1996). 

While research has found that students are more engaged with the revision process when 

communicating with an authentic audience (Gambrell et al., 2011; Walker-Dalhouse et al., 

2009), when Miss Johnson gave her students feedback, they added her suggestions to the end of 

their message. They did not revise and incorporate the feedback throughout the message. Adding 

the revisions to the end of the message signaled the students were reluctant to add the feedback. 
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Similar to not providing corrective feedback on writing mechanics, Miss Johnson had to 

determine how hard she could push her students without demotivating them from participating in 

the exchanges.  

Research Question 1 Conclusion 

The authentic writing task motivated students to participate in written communication 

when academic accountability was low during remote instruction. Miss Johnson’s instructional 

decisions focused on increasing participation which is the first step to acquisition of the skills 

needed to communicate virtually. Students got experience relying on technological modes of 

communication to develop relationships. For many students, just as was with many adults during 

the pandemic, this was the first time using these platforms.  

 Opponents of authentic literacy experiences argue they do not lead to literacy growth 

needed for the demands of standardized tests and the writing curriculum aligned with these tests 

(Assessor et al., 2002; Newmann et al., 1996). Writing for social purposes does not align with 

these demands but attempting to incorporate academic literacy targets and corrective feedback 

into the correspondence would have diminished students’ motivation to participate. While 

participation did not necessarily lead to academic literacy development, lack of participation 

would have limited some of the benefits of expression and identity that will be discussed further 

during Research Question 2.  

Research Question 2 

The following section will discuss the implications of the findings regarding my second 

research question.  

Q2 What contributed to high levels of interactive communication during written 
correspondence between the fifth-grade students and their college mentors? 
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Miss Johnson sought interactive correspondence with her students and their mentors 

because she felt they would develop relationships that would motivate her students to write while 

simultaneously providing them with socioemotional support. Rafaeli and Sudweeks (2006) posit 

that highly interactive communication leads to the same outcomes sought by Miss Johnson. 

Although Miss Johnson aimed to initiate interactive correspondence, analysis found that her 

feedback only promoted reactive communication. Fully interactive correspondence was 

determined by the participants. As presented in Chapter 4, Maddux and Jared’s correspondences 

with Connie were the only two partnerships to discuss a shared affinity. This shared affinity led 

to some profound outcomes for the participants, and the implications of them will be discussed 

next.  

Correspondence About a Shared Affinity 

 The highest levels of interactive correspondence, according to Rafaeli’s (1988) theory, 

occurred in the two partnerships that connected over basketball. These two correspondences 

were unique in their immediate connection over a shared interest. In these partnerships the 

students had a heightened motivation to write about a topic of interest with an interactive 

audience who shared that interest. This heightened motivation led to monumental changes in 

Jared and Maddux. Miss Johnson commented there were entire weeks when Jared would only 

login for classroom instruction to see if his mentor wrote back. The writing for the mentorship 

was some of the only writing Miss Johnson received from these students throughout the entire 

year. 

 Jared and Maddux’s level of motivation to participate in the exchanges is on par with that 

studied by participants in online affinity spaces. Affinity spaces are described as “locations where 

groups of people are drawn together because of a shared, strong interest or engagement in a 
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common activity” (Gee, 2015). Engaging in these spaces has been shown to be highly motivating 

for participants. Research into an online affinity space involving The Hunger Games trilogy 

found that even though students had read the novels several times, they continued to participate 

in discussions regarding themes and characters while creating their own fanfiction stories 

(Curwood, 2013). Jared and Maddux had no adult supervision during remote instruction and 

therefore no accountability to participate. Like the participants in The Hunger Games affinity 

space, their desire to communicate with their mentor about basketball was completely self-

motivated. For them, being able to write about basketball was not viewed as an academic task, 

but rather a social activity that provided them great satisfaction.  

Researchers have not been able to replicate the level of desire to participate in affinity 

spaces in academic contexts. In a study trying to replicate affinity spaces with academic content, 

researchers found it did not lead to an increased level of participation (Lammers, 2016). When 

students were given a choice of different learning communities involving the course content, 

students expressed excitement for the different learning opportunities but were not self-

motivated to participate as in personal affinity spaces. It has been argued that students will never 

experience the level of motivation found in affinity spaces in academic contexts, because they do 

not see any connection between any kind of schoolwork and their personal goals and interests” 

(Assessor et al., 2002). Compared to Lammers’ attempt at incorporating affinity spaces, Miss 

Johnsons’ pen pal correspondence allowed students to correspond about their personal interests. 

The literacy experience was completely removed from academic content. Forcing Jared and 

Maddux to correspond with Connie about any other topic than basketball would not have yielded 

the same motivation to participate. 
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Analysis of Jared and Maddux’s exchange leads me to agree with Gee (2015) that the 

level of motivation found in affinity spaces creates the ideal learning environment, but at the 

same time educators must get students to engage with the academic curriculum. Finding ways to 

bridge students’ interests to academic content to harness the level of engagement found in 

affinity spaces would drastically increase the motivation for all students, but particularly benefit 

those most disengaged. 

Interactive Correspondence About Students’ Affinity 

 Examination of the correspondence found that most of the students and their mentors did 

not share an affinity for the topics they discussed. This is understandable given the age difference 

of the participants. In these cases, interactive correspondence relied on the mentors asking 

follow-up questions to continue the discussion of topics the students were interested in. As 

discussed in Chapter 4, these partnerships were less interactive than the correspondence 

involving basketball, but still provided benefits to the students. Most notably, the mentors 

continuing the correspondence by asking questions, put the students in a role where they were an 

expert in their interests. This practice valued the students’ background knowledge, a practice 

necessary for authentic writing practices (Behizadeh, 2014).  

 Students’ life experiences contribute to the background knowledge they bring to the 

classroom. This background knowledge has been called their funds of knowledge (González et 

al., 2005). Funds of knowledge theorists argue that students bring with them knowledge 

connected to their identities from living and interacting with the world. They argue teachers need 

to activate and draw upon these funds of knowledge to value their home experiences. Interacting 

with an authentic audience, about topics of their choosing, tapped into the students’ funds of 

knowledge allowing them to discuss their family, hobbies, and experiences during quarantine. 
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While Miss Johnson allowed for topic choice in genre writing assignments, it did not have the 

same effect as topic choice for communicative purposes. For classroom genre writing, students 

were allowed to pick a topic that would meet the aims of the assignment which might not 

connect to their personal lives. Whereas the social correspondence allowed the students to 

discuss their lives outside of the classroom. Opportunities to bridge home and school lives during 

literacy experiences are important for valuing the students’ backgrounds and increasing the 

authenticity of the writing task (Behizadeh, 2014; González et al., 2005). Even if the mentors did 

not have shared experiences as the students, there was value for the students when sharing their 

lives with an authentic audience who showed interest and asked about them.  

Research Question 2 Conclusion 

 The correspondence over a shared affinity led to the motivation to communicate that 

Miss Johnson was seeking when facilitating the mentorship. The heightened motivation from 

discussing a topic of deep personal interest with an interactive audience caused students to 

participate in the mentorship during a time they disregarded all other academic activities. Gee 

(2015) described the self-motivation to create and interact with others in affinity spaces as the 

“ideal learning environment.” Examination of Jared and Maddux’s participation in the 

mentorship corroborates this notion. The motivation found in these two students throughout the 

exchanges has incredible educational implications, particularly for disengaged, marginalized 

students. Educators must find ways to get students’ interests into the curriculum while 

scaffolding meaningful literacy experiences to increase their participation in academic contexts. 

Finding authentic audiences with shared affinities of their students is a difficult task for 

educators. Exploring already developed affinity spaces online could alleviate the need for the 

personalized audience found in this case study. 
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 This is not to say there is no benefit in connecting students to authentic audiences without 

a shared affinity. These relationships provided the opportunity for students to interact about their 

home experiences in ways that helped to bridge their academic and home lives. Miss Johnson 

allowing for topic choice provided the opportunity for students to bring their background 

knowledge and experiences into the classroom. While it is impractical to allow for complete 

freedom in topic choice in all classroom literacy experiences, students must be given some 

opportunities to bridge their academic and home lives.  

Research Question 3 

The following section will discuss the implications of the findings regarding my third 

research question.  

Q3 How did fifth-graders incorporate images with their written text to communicate 
virtually with their mentors? 
 

Corresponding through Google Slides allowed the students to include images with their 

messages. About a third of the students' overall messages included an image. Miss Johnson did 

not provide instruction on multimodal composition. She didn’t even instruct students how to add 

images to their slides. Although she discussed wanting her students to experiment with designing 

multimodal messages, she never instructed them on how to do it. Analysis found there was a 

significant increase in the number of students who included images in the March 6th exchange. 

This coincided with the first message that took place when most of the students were together in 

the classroom. Miss Johnson commented that students were helping each other include images 

with their messages.  

Miss Johnson could have provided instruction with the use of images, instead she chose 

to have students acquire the skills to include images themselves. In failing to provide instruction 

for incorporating images with the messages, Miss Johnson favored the written word during 



 

   

 

163 

communication. This was for a few reasons. First, her focus for the mentorship was to get 

students to communicate through writing with their mentors. While writing for communicative 

purposes was not found in her writing curriculum or on standardized assessments, she felt the 

writing would serve as general practice for academic writing demands. Using images, on the 

other hand, was not found in her writing curriculum or on standardized assessments (Vasudevan 

et al., 2010). Also, Miss Johnson thought instructing her students in how to use images would get 

them to not focus on writing. This wouldn’t necessarily have been true as research has shown 

that focusing on multimodality does not force students to abandon traditional writing skills 

(Selfe, 2007; Wang, 2022). Finally, Miss Johnson didn’t instruct her students on how to include 

images because she had never received any training in multimodal composition. Similar to how 

teachers target their literacy instruction to meet the writing demands found on standardized tests, 

schools prioritize their professional development around the targets of the tests (Hubbard, 2008). 

Research has shown that professional development has been effective in addressing teacher 

misconceptions regarding multimodal composition and developing their understanding for how 

to incorporate it into their instruction (Powell et al., 2015).  

Scaffolding Multimodal Composition 

Scaffolding multimodal composition is much more involved than teaching students how 

to upload images from the internet. As discussed in Chapter 2, the transition from print media to 

the screen now allows for new affordances while communicating with text images, videos, and 

an array of design choices (Gee & Hayes, 2011; Kalantzis et al., 2003; Kress, 2003; Lankshear & 

Knobel, 2013). Scaffolding multimodal composition involves not only understanding the 

affordances of different meaning-making resources, but also how they work together to produce 

a coherent multimodal text (Lim, 2018). Miss Johnson’s writing curriculum didn’t include these 
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tenets of multimodal composition, and instructing her students with this would have been 

completely new for her and her students. 

Without curricular resources, Miss Johnson could have used the mentors’ messages to 

examine their use of available semiotic resources. Miss Johnson noted that a few students 

imitated their mentors’ slide design, signifying they were looking for examples for their own 

creations. One approach to instructing students in multimodal composition could have been 

through conducting systemic functional multimodal discourse analysis (SF-MDA) on the 

mentors’ slides. A SF-MDA expands Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2014) systemic functional 

linguistics (SFL) focus on meanings from written or spoken language to include additional 

semiotic resources used in the message (O'halloran, 2008). An SF-MDA examines the whole text 

and purpose first, and then looks closer at what resources were used to accomplish that purpose. 

Like SFL, SF-MDA does not posit universal language structures, rather it provides a framework 

for identifying, describing, and profiling categories and structures of multimodal compositions, 

in a systematic manner (O’halloran, 2008).  

While Miss Johnson valued multimodal composition enough to want her students to have 

experiences with it, she did not have the expertise to provide instruction to deepen their 

understanding of the available semiotic resources. Even without a curriculum to assist with 

multimodal composition, training in how to examine existing multimodal texts through SF-MDA 

would have been enough for her to better support her students.  

Students Use of Images 

Even without providing instruction in multimodal composition, the students benefited 

from being able to include images with their messages. Researchers have found multimodal 

composition helps marginalized students, whose home literacy practices do not match those 
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found in schools, develop their literate identity (Sableski, 2007; Vasudevan et al., 2010; Wang, 

2022). Examination of the students' images found this to be true as the students were given ways 

to express themselves in ways they wouldn’t have been able to by only relying on written text. 

This could be most clearly seen in the students who shared their artwork with their mentors. 

Allowing images during composition allowed for students to develop their identities as artists in 

a way they couldn’t with only the written word. Sableski (2007) posits that literate and social 

identities are interconnected. She defines literate identity as “the ways in which people form 

conceptions of themselves as readers and writers based on the discourses of which they are a 

part” (p. 20). Likewise, Kress explains how “Semiotic modes have different potentials, so that 

they afford different kinds of possibilities of human expression and engagement with the world, 

and through this differential engagement with the world they facilitate differential possibilities of 

development” (Kress, 2010, p. 157). Allowing the students to include images of their artwork 

helped them build their identity as an artist in ways they would not have been able to with only 

the written word.  

Besides developing their identities, images allowed for the students to form connections 

to their mentors in ways they couldn’t with the written text. Chapter 4 discussed how students 

used images to engage their mentors directly and indirectly. Jared included an image of his 

mentor’s favorite candy, and Becky included an image of an anime basketball team. These were 

intentional design choices by the students signifying the relationship formed with their mentors. 

Without images these significant connections would not have been possible between the 

participants.  
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Research Question 3 Conclusion 

 Allowing opportunities for students to explore with multimodality is not enough to 

prepare them for the type of messaging they will be exposed to in their lives. Schools must 

expand their literacy instruction beyond the writing demands of standardized tests and provide 

professional development for educators in multimodal composition. While Miss Johnson wanted 

her students to explore multimodal composition, her lack of training in the area due to the lack of 

focus in education prevented her from doing so. Educators must be given the knowledge and 

curriculum to provide multimodal experiences for their students.  

This study highlighted the opportunities for identity development the inclusion of images 

provided the students. The students used images to communicate in ways they couldn’t with only 

the written word. This practice benefits all students, but particularly those who are still 

developing writers. Allowing them to use a variety of semiotic resources increases their voice 

and keeps them from being disengaged in academic settings.  

Final Thoughts 

 This study took place in a part of the country with incredible educational and economic 

disparities for African Americans (Watson, 2019). In this setting, schools were only meeting the 

needs of the dominant culture, failing vast populations of marginalized students and leading to 

significantly lower graduation rates (Watson, 2019). After years of experience working in these 

failing urban schools, Miss Johnson knew she needed to develop literacy experiences beyond 

those provided in the mandated writing curriculum to engage her young writers. She created 

engaging literacy activities where her students could develop their voice and feel success in 

schools. While these literacy experiences may not have led to the academic gains needed for 

success on standardized tests, they had a profound effect on the students’ view of schooling. 
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Throughout the mentorship, the students' writing was not compared to grade level norms or 

scored by writing rubrics. Student success was measured in their ability to communicate with 

their mentors about topics that mattered to them. When the mentors responded to their messages, 

the students felt a success they typically don’t experience in schools. Their writing was valued 

and not critiqued. Based on the results of the study, this is exactly what these students needed to 

develop confidence and a belief that they can find success in an academic setting. One can only 

hope these students carry those beliefs with them as they continue to navigate an educational 

system that measures their success based on their performances on standardized tests.  

Limitations 

The unique context of the Covid-19 quarantines present limitations regarding 

transferability and generalizations. While there are larger implications regarding authentic 

literacy practices, hopefully there is not another educational context similar to the extended 

period of time when students were receiving remote instruction with very little in-home support.  

There were also limitations regarding data collection. I did not have access to the verbal 

feedback and instructions provided by Miss Johnson, which would have provided deeper insight 

to her facilitation of the mentorship. I also did not have access to the recording of the Zoom 

meeting between the participants. This would have presented a great opportunity to compare the 

topics discussed verbally, synchronously to the topics written about during the correspondence.  

There were also limitations interviewing the younger students. It was clear during the 

interviews the students had a hard time articulating their intentions when creating their messages 

to their mentors. While they were comfortable with me as an educator in the same building, they 

were clearly having a hard time discussing their motivations and thoughts. Their written 

reflections provided much more insight to their thought process throughout mentorship.  
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Further Research 

 The Covid-19 quarantines provided a unique context for this study. While virtual learning 

opportunities continue to expand, this was a time when all students, whether they were equipped 

for virtual learning or not, were forced to rely on digital methods for instruction. This unique 

context provided a deeper understanding of student motivation for writing that should be 

explored more now that students have returned to in-person instruction. ICT continues to be 

infused into classroom instruction, and further research is needed into the motivations of online 

communities. Figuring out how to harness that motivation that exists in affinity spaces would be 

monumental for schools being able to scaffold competencies to participate in these virtual 

spaces. As discussed, the level of motivation seen in affinity spaces has not been replicated in 

academic contexts but would be transformative for educators.  

 This study also highlighted educators' reluctance to instruct in multimodal composition. 

More research needs to be conducted on the benefits of multimodal communication so educators 

will be more willing to include these aspects of literacy into their instruction. Additional research 

can also help to create professional development in this area to help educators incorporate these 

practices in their classrooms.  
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Dear School Administrator, 
 
This form grants your consent for me to conduct a research study examining the virtual 
communication of a fifth-grade classroom and their mentors over the course of the 2020/21 
school year. To conduct this study, I would like to examine the digital artifacts from the 
communication between the students and the women’s basketball team. The digital artifacts will 
be in programs such as Google Slides, Docs, and Flipgrid. A multimodal discourse analysis will 
be conducted to gain a better understanding of how students use digital tools to communicate to 
authentic audiences. This research will help schools develop digital literacy practices that can 
better prepare students for the communication practices of tomorrow.  
 
In addition to the digital artifacts, I would also like to interview Miss Johnson and her students. 
The interview with Miss Johnson will be conducted on our time. The students will be asked to 
participate in small-group interviews lasting approximately twenty minutes. These interviews 
will be scheduled during available periods of time such as after school or lunch. The interview 
questions will seek understanding of the students' experiences in the partnership. All parents will 
be contacted for their approval prior to any discussion with students and they will have the 
option to be present during the interviews. The interviews will be recorded and all identification 
will be removed during transcription. The recordings of the interviews will then be deleted.  
 
There are no foreseeable risks to any of the participants in this study. Every effort will be made 
to conceal the identity of the students and no identifiers will be present in the final write up. 
Participants will be free to withdraw from the study at any time.  
 
Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions or concerns about this research. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 

Kevin Pribnow 
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This form grants your consent to participate in a research study examining the virtual 
communication of the students and their mentors over the course of the 2020/21 school year. 
Digital artifacts will be collected from the communication between fifth-grade students and the 
women’s basketball team. A multimodal discourse analysis of the interactions will be conducted 
to gain a better understanding of how students use digital tools to communicate to authentic 
audiences. This research will help schools develop digital literacy practices that can better 
prepare students for the communication practices of tomorrow. 
 
If you grant permission, a forty minute interview will be conducted to better understand the 
partnership between the players and the students. These interviews will take place virtually with 
all organizers present. The virtual interviews will be recorded for later transcription. Notes may 
be taken during the interview. All recordings and notes will be stored on a password protected 
device. The names of participants will not appear in any of the recordings, transcriptions, or 
professional reports of this research.  
 
Outside of the time commitment, there are no foreseeable risks resulting from the participation in 
this study. Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions or concerns about this 
research. 
 
 

Sincerely, 
 

Kevin Pribnow 
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 PARENTAL CONSENT FORM 
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Dear Families,  
 

This year, your child had the opportunity to participate in a unique mentorship with a women’s 
basketball team. I would like to study the interactions between your child and their mentor to 
better understand how students in general use technology to communicate. This form grants your 
permission for your child to participate in the research study looking at their virtual 
communication with their mentors. 
 
If you grant permission, your child will be asked to participate in small-group interviews lasting 
approximately twenty minutes. The interviews will be very relaxed as your child is familiar with 
me from our interactions at school. I will ask a few questions seeking to understand their 
experiences in the partnership. These interviews will be scheduled during available periods of 
time such as after school or lunch. You will be notified of the date and time of the interview and 
will have the option to be present.  
 
Your child’s identity will remain anonymous in this study. Their name will be removed from any 
transcriptions and in no way will they be able to be identified in the final write up. There are no 
foreseeable risks from your child participating in this study. Please feel free to contact me if you 
have any questions or concerns about this research. 
 
 

Sincerely, 
 

Kevin Pribnow 
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APPENDIX E 
 

STUDENT ASSENT FORM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

   

 

192 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Hi 5th Graders! 
 

I don’t know if you know this, but I also go to school! I’m a student at the University of 
Northern Colorado. I do research on schools and students. That means I study the way people 
learn and try to help kids of all ages do better in school. I am very interested in your mentorship 
program with the women’s basketball team. I would like to know how you were able to 
communicate with them virtually. To do this, I need your permission to look over your 
interactions with the players. Besides that, I would also like to speak with you for twenty minutes 
to discuss what your thoughts were on the mentorship.  
 

There aren’t any risks from you participating in the study. I will make sure that your 
name does not get written down at all! That means no one will ever know it was you in my 
study.  Your parents have said it’s okay for you to talk with me, but you don’t have to. It’s up to 
you. Also, if you say “yes” but then change your mind, you can decide not to answer a question 
or stop any time you want to.  
 

If you want to be in my research, sign your name below and write today’s date next to it. 
Thank you! 
 

___________________________________________________   __________________ 
Student Signature                                                                 Date 
 

___________________________________________________              __________________ 
Researcher Signature                                                                Date 
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 PROGRAM OVERVIEW 
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APPENDIX G 
 

FACILITATING TEACHER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

   

 

197 

 

Tell me about yourself. 
• Why did you become a teacher? 
• How do you define success in the classroom? 
• What have overall been some of your more positive experiences? Negative? 
• What are your biggest challenges as a teacher? 

 
How has virtual learning been this year? 
 
Why did you begin this partnership between the basketball team and your students? 

• What outcomes have you witnessed? 
• What do you think leads to these outcomes? 
• What were your biggest challenges with the program prior to this year? 

 
What has been different this year now that the mentorship is virtual? 

• What outcomes have you witnessed? 
• What do you think leads to these outcomes? 
• What were your biggest challenges relying solely on virtual communication? 
• What changes would you make for future implementation? 

 
How did the students’ multimodal presentations compare to their classroom writing? 

• Did you notice any differences in students’ planning process when creating multimodal 
presentations and classroom writing? 

• What considerations did students’ make when designing their presentations? 
 
Did you notice anything different regarding your students’ writing for the mentorship compared 
to for other academic purposes? 

• What aspects of the mentorship led to positive literacy outcomes? 
• What methods for connecting students to the mentors were the most effective? Why? 
• Did the mentors serving as the audience for the presentation influence design decisions 

by the students? 
 
What resources would you need to increase the effectiveness of the partnership? What potential 
do partnerships, such as the one you developed, have for student learning?  
 

Is there anything else you’d like to share? 
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APPENDIX H 
 

 STUDENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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What was your favorite part about having a mentor? 

 
What did you learn from your mentor this year? 

 
What kind of relationship did you have with your mentor? 

 
What did you like about creating presentations on the computer? 

 
What was challenging about it? 

 
Did you like sharing your presentations with your mentors? Why? 

 
What was different about writing to your mentor and your teacher? 

 
Anything else you wish to share? 
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APPENDIX I 
 

MENTOR INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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What was your favorite part about being a mentor? 

 
What did you learn about your mentees? 

 
What kind of impact do you think you had on the students? 

 
What considerations did you make when responding to students? 

• What opportunities did you have to mentor students? 

• What considerations did you make when responding to the students’ presentations? 

 
How well were you able to develop relationships with your mentees? 

 
Those of your who participated in years past, what was different about interacting virtually? 

 
What was challenging about it? 

 
What suggestions would have for structuring a partnership like this in the future? 
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APPENDIX J 
 

 MEGAN AND MICHELLE’S CORRESPONDENCE 
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APPENDIX K 
 

 JULIE AND REGINA’S CORRESPONDENCE 
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APPENDIX L 
 

 BRIAN AND CARRIE’S CORRESPONDENCE 
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APPENDIX M 
 

 MADDUX AND CONNIE’S CORRESPONDENCE 
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APPENDIX N 
 

 JARED AND CONNIE’S CORRESPONDENCE 
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APPENDIX O 
 

 ADDISON AND REGINA’S CORRESPONDENCE 
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APPENDIX P 
 

 CHARLIE AND ALLY’S CORRESPONDENCE 
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